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For there is no friend like a sister  
In calm or stormy weather;  
To cheer one on the tedious way,  
To fetch one if one goes astray,  
To lift one if one totters down,  













This thesis explores the representation and development of female devotion through 
textiles in medieval English literature. Drawing from a broad range of texts that can 
be termed as “devotional” narratives (including lives of Christ, biblical apocrypha, 
hagiographies, prayers, and mystery plays), I argue that women’s devotion during 
this period was “fabricated”. Pushed to the margins of religious and ecclesiastical 
culture and, to a large extent, excluded from the vocal and literary prerogatives of 
patriarchal Christian spirituality, I argue that medieval women found in cloth a rich 
alternative for the interpretation, exercise, and expression of religious devotion and 
closeness to Christ. This broad and eclectic range of material is corralled around 
four archetypal figures, whose significance and connection to cloth I delineate from 
the early Christian period. I begin at the very root of this tradition in Chapter One, 
exploring Eve’s vocation as a spinner. A task originally symbolic of the first woman’s 
sensory transgression, I argue that Eve’s spinning evolved into a symbol of the 
potential of such hapticity for Christian exegesis. This foundational chapter forms the 
basis of the textile hermeneutic, the particularly feminine means of interpreting 
Divine truth through cloth, which I establish and trace throughout this thesis. Chapter 
Two explores the literary representation of the Virgin Mary as a clothworker, 
considering legends surrounding her weaving of Christ in the womb as another 
example of this alternate exegetical hermeneutic, a distinctly gynocentric means of 
reading and interpreting Christ’s incarnate body. This conception of Christ’s 
incarnation as a textile phenomenon is then extended in Chapter Three, which 
focuses on the literary development and evolution of the Veronica as a cloth relic, a 
further manifestation of the divine presence via textiles venerated and borne by a 
woman, St. Veronica. Chapter Four turns to Christ himself as an archetype of 
 
 
distinctly feminine suffering and piety. This chapter flips our narrative, exploring the 
patriarchal violence imposed through textiles as cultural and social signifiers in 
clothing. Aligning Christ’s persecution and conception as Agnus Dei with the lives of 
a range of virgin martyrs, saints, and holy women, I outline the ways in which cloth’s 
hermeneutical and figurative qualities are redirected towards ideological and 
physical abuse through what I term “sartorial persecution”. Ultimately, I suggest that 
our understanding of women’s religiosity in the Middle Ages is greatly enriched by 
emulating their own exegetical practices; we might restore the richly woven tapestry 
of female piety by following their own methods and patterns, reading and 


















Textiles and fabrics appear in literature across a wide range of cultures all over the 
world, and often offer forms of expression alternate to that of the written word. This 
thesis explores such material fabrics as forms of expression particularly in medieval 
English literature. Clothwork during the medieval period was considered a 
traditionally feminine practice and, as such, offered women specifically a means of 
vocality, which they were excluded from in everyday life. In this study I focus on 
exploring the ways in which this vocality was directed towards religious expression. 
Throughout the Middle Ages, and indeed in the present day, women in the Roman 
Catholic Church were not allowed to preach or exercise the religious power enacted 
by men, and in considering their acts of literary clothwork we can uncover some of 
their silenced voices. 
I explore this topic by focusing on four key figures associated with clothwork in the 
Christian writing of the Middle Ages: Eve, the Virgin Mary, St. Veronica, and Christ. 
Outlining the ways in which these various figures engage with cloth as a means of 
interpreting and expressing religious truth, I argue that we see the development of a 
“fabricated” type of devotion developing throughout this period. This fabricated 
devotion, I explain, is particularly governed by women and their concerns, and offers 
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A Note on Editions and Translations 
 
Throughout this thesis I refer to a range of Latin, Greek, Old English, and Cornish 
texts in translation. I have made every effort to use the most accurate and thorough 
scholarly translations possible, and where relevant have outlined my recourse to 
various editions of a single text in doing so. Full details of these editions can be 
found in the bibliography. Otherwise, all Middle English texts are referenced in the 



































The poet, when his heart is weighted, writes a sonnet, and the painter paints 
a picture, and the thinker throws himself into the world of action; but the 
woman who is only a woman, what has she but her needle? In that torn bit of 
brown leather brace worked through and through with yellow silk, in that bit 
of white rag with the invisible stitching, lying among fallen leaves and rubbish 
that the wind has blown into the gutter or street corner, lies all the passion of 
some woman’s soul finding voiceless expression. Has the pen or pencil 
dipped so deep in the blood of the human race as the needle? (Olive 
Schreiner, From Man to Man Or Perhaps Only 301)  
“we are but ignorant women and do nothing but spin and obey” (Mary 
Aikenhead, qtd. in Clear 165). 
 
When Olive Schreiner (1855-1920) asked the question “the woman who is 
only a woman, what has she but her needle?” in her novel From Man to Man Or 
Perhaps Only, she positioned clothwork as the expressive tool of the culturally 
ostracised and limited. She identified in women’s “invisible stitching” the artistic 
endeavour of those excluded from the male-dominated provinces of poetry, painting, 
and philosophy; the “voiceless expression” of those prohibited from the masculine 
prerogative of verbal and linguistic articulation. Schreiner highlighted that in those 
stitched objects, fabrics, and cloths so overlooked as cultural artefacts, we can find 
written “all the passion of some woman’s soul”, the hopes and desires of a 
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womankind that has been systemically marginalised and disregarded, should we 
learn how to read them. The founder of the Irish Sisters of Charity in 1815, Mary 
Aikenhead (1787-1858), similarly described female clothwork as the province of the 
“ignorant” in her writing. She wryly alluded to women’s relegation in the working of 
fabric, their subjugation to mere obedience within Catholic ecclesiastical culture, as 
equally defined by androcentrism concerning vocality as the artistic vocations 
bemoaned by Schreiner. Aikenhead’s words cry out with the declaration that she 
and her sisters are not simply “ignorant women”; their devotion encompasses more 
than the desire to merely “spin and obey”. Yet, their spinning is also not “nothing”.  
The two women located in cloth a patriarchal symbol of female suppression 
and silencing, yet a symbol equally laden with autonomous potential, with 
independent thoughts and ideas, creativities and passions. Written in the nineteenth 
century, their words are nonetheless timeless; their insights thread into a tapestry of 
female clothwork that extends back millennia and spans cultures. This thesis follows 
these threads back to the Middle Ages, elucidating female Christian religiosity in the 
English literature of this period as a fabricated devotion, a spirituality and religious 
exegesis expressed, devised, and practised through cloth. I seek to illustrate the 
ways in which medieval English women could read spiritual truth in the 
representation of holy clothworkers and religious textiles, engaging in a shared 
textile hermeneutic and set of devotional practices which privileged feminine 
interpretation and culture. In learning to recognise and read through this textile 
hermeneutic, I argue, we can make important steps in uncovering spiritual insights 
silenced within the masculine hegemony of the medieval Church, and reposition 
those marginalised as feminine at the very centre of Christian faith and piety.  
Schreiner asks, “Has the pen or pencil dipped so deep in the blood of the 
human race as the needle?”, and as Rozsika Parker responds, “The answer is, quite 
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simply, no.” (Foreword) The fabric represented in the devotional literature of the 
medieval period is steeped in blood, woven and stitched in flesh that is as human as 
it is divine, earthly as it is sacred, practical as it is insightful, and feminine as it is 
powerful.  
 
Fabricating Devotion: Defining a Textile Hermeneutic 
 
 Scholars have long recognised the place of women in the medieval (and 
indeed, contemporary) Catholic Church as clearly defined and arbitrated by 
patriarchal values and hegemony over spiritual authority. In particular, male 
authority within the Church from its very inception has preserved the didactic 
qualities of the written and spoken word as masculine prerogatives. Indeed, in the 
words of Monica Brezinski Potkay and Regula Meyer Evitt, “Christianity regulated 
everyone’s behaviour in the Middle Ages, yet it circumscribed women’s lives more 
than men’s. It limited women’s education and prohibited them from teaching by the 
written or spoken word.” (15) Potkay and Evitt, alongside a plethora of other 
scholars, draw these conclusions from the plentiful evidence in condemnation of 
women’s vocality to be found in the writings of the ecclesiastical canon; including St. 
Paul’s famous dictum, “I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to use authority over the 
man, but to be in silence.” (1 Timothy 2:12)1 Such Pauline dicta are commonplace in 
the writings of the early Church Fathers, so influential to medieval theology. As 
Tertullian wrote, explicitly demarcating the position of the feminine within the Church 
itself as a religious space, “It is not permitted to a woman to speak in the church; but 
neither (is it permitted to her) to teach, nor to baptize, nor to offer, nor to claim to 
                                                            
1 Cited in Potkay and Evitt (19). For further detailed discussions of Pauline theology in the 
early Church, see also Monique Alexandre (410), Gail Ashton (103), and Gillian Cloke (15).  
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herself a lot in any manly function, not to say (in any) sacerdotal office.” (‘On the 
Veiling of Virgins’ 33) However, despite male dominion over official Church authority 
and word, one need only look to the rich traditions of female mysticism, for example, 
to see how women found ways to make their influence palpable. As Emily A. 
Holmes writes in her excellent study Flesh Made Word: Medieval Women Mystics, 
Writing, and the Incarnation (2013): 
The interaction of bodies with Christian words, doctrines, symbols, and 
spaces, within a highly visual and oral culture, composed the lived theology 
of the Christian medieval period. Women contributed to this form of theology-
making in multiple ways as full participants in their religion, and should be 
viewed as agents in cocreating the popular piety of medieval Christianity. 
(xiv) 
 
In this study I aim to highlight female engagement with clothwork as yet another 
important means by which women contributed to medieval Christian culture and, 
even, theology. Focusing on four archetypal figures marked as feminine models 
(Eve, the Virgin Mary, St. Veronica, and Christ himself), I highlight cloth’s persistent 
presence in devotional and spiritual narratives as a means of reading and 
interpreting the mystery at the very core of the Christian faith: Christ’s earthly 
presence. 
In recent years, cloth has been increasingly recognised as an important 
vantage point from which to view women’s experiences in medieval literature. 
Before E. Jane Burns’ field-defining work on “reading through clothes” (Courtly Love 
Undressed 13) in Old French romance literature brought textile culture to the 
forefront of medieval feminist studies,2 Parker’s monograph The Subversive Stitch: 
Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (originally published in 1984) sought to 
                                                            
2 Burns’ key works on the topic include Courtly Love Undressed: Reading Through Clothes 
in Medieval French Culture (2002), her edition of and ‘Introduction’ to the collection Medieval 
Fabrications: Dress, Textiles, Cloth Work, and Other Cultural Imaginings (2004), and Sea of 
Silk: A Textile Geography of Women's Work in Medieval French Literature (2009). 
7 
 
reclaim women’s needlework as a culturally valuable form of creative expression 
alongside male-dominated artistic practices. Parker’s work rightly took umbrage at 
the Western assumption that “when women embroider, it is seen not as art, but 
entirely as the expression of femininity” (5); however, in locating value primarily in 
clothwork’s aspirations to artistry, Parker’s work implicitly denigrated the wider 
expressive capacities, the ideals and desires, which women could exercise through 
needlework. The fabrics of this thesis bear meaning not so much as artistic 
creations, but as manifestations of women’s cares and devotions, yearnings equally 
bodily as they are spiritual. Burns’ field-defining work, meanwhile, finds in clothwork 
just such a symbol of feminine selfhood; taking as her key thesis the concept that 
“the expression of female desire, so often effaced in courtly lyric and romance, can 
be registered in various ways through fabric and clothes” (Courtly Love Undressed 
3). Burns’ approach has opened up new avenues for the consideration of female 
experiences in the Middle Ages, and her work has been followed by rich and varied 
discussion of clothwork as a literary symbol not only in romance literature, but in 
religious works, folkloric material, and even administrative literature. Her voice has 
been joined by many, including Morgan Boharski, Monica L. Wright, Barbara Baert, 
Kathryn M. Rudy, Megan Cavell and Maren Clegg Hyer. Aside from Cavell and 
Clegg Hyer’s work on textile imagery, weaving, and binding as tropes in Anglo-
Saxon literature, discussion of the topic to date has been distinctly Continental and 
Eurocentric in focus.3 Burns’ edited collection Medieval Fabrications: Dress, 
Textiles, Clothwork, and Other Cultural Imaginings (2004) brings together insightful 
readings of textile symbolism across a wide range of texts and cultures, including 
Old French and English wills, the “Griselda” tradition in French and Italian literature, 
                                                            
3 See Clegg Hyer, ‘Textiles and Textile Imagery in Old English Literature’ (1998) and Cavell, 




and in Boethian philosophy.4 Academic discourse surrounding textiles in Old French 
romance is particularly rich, as Boharski and Wright join Burns in considering 
clothwork’s significance in the representation of female identity and expression in 
Old French romance works.5 Meanwhile, Baert and Rudy’s edited collection, 
Weaving, Veiling and Dressing: Textiles and their Metaphors in the Late Middle 
Ages (2010), brings together a rich selection of scholarship on textiles’ significance 
for Christian culture during the medieval period, with Rudy’s insightful introduction to 
and overview of the topic, and fascinating chapters on clothwork’s use in prayer 
practice by Hanneke van Asperen and Anne Margreet W. As-Vijvers, which have 
importantly shaped my own work and ideas.6  
The practice of “reading through cloth” follows a process taken by many 
feminist scholars towards the reclamation of women’s experiences and voices in 
literature. Methodologically, it is a motif-driven approach towards literary study, one 
that seeks to establish in the recurrence of textile symbolism an alternative form of 
female literacy, a sign system shared within a wider continuum or community, as it 
were. Clothwork and textiles thus perform as both modes of expression and means 
of reading, interpreting the experiences of others, within this framework. Particularly 
                                                            
4 See Kathleen Ashley, ‘Material and Symbolic Gift-Giving: Clothes in English and French 
Wills’ (137-46), Roberta L. Krueger, ‘Uncovering Griselda: Christine de Pizan, “une seule 
chemise,” and the Clerical Tradition: Boccaccio, Petrarch, Philippe de Mezieres and the 
Menagier de Paris’ (71-88) and Andrea Denny-Brown, ‘How Philosophy Matters: Death, Sex, 
Clothes, and Boethius’ (177-91). 
5 See Boharski’ ‘Woven Words: Clothwork and the Representation of Feminine Expression 
and Identity in Old French Romance,’ (2018) and Wright, Weaving Narrative: Clothing in 
Twelfth-Century French Romance (2010). 
6 See van Asperen, ‘Praying, Threading and Adorning: Sewn-in Prints in a Rosary Prayer 
Book (London, British Library, Add. MS 12042’ (81-120), and As-Vijvers, ‘Weaving Mary’s 
Chaplet: The Representation of the Rosary in Late Medieval Flemish Manuscript Illumination’ 
(41-80). 
As will be discussed in further depth later in the thesis, Baert has also written authoritatively 
on the evolution of the Veronica legend in her article ‘“Who touched my clothes?”: The 
Healing of the Woman with the Haemorrhage (Mark 5: 24–34; Luke 8: 42–48 and Matthew 9: 
19–22) in Early Medieval Visual Culture’ (2010) and ‘Touching the Hem: The Thread 




formative to my own contribution to the field in this thesis, and indeed throughout my 
studies, is Joan N. Radner and Susan S. Lanser’s careful delineation of this method 
in their introduction to their 1993 edited collection Feminist Messages: Coding in 
Women’s Folk Culture. Radner and Lanser’s definition of the practice of coding 
within communities designated as feminine offers a particularly apt framework from 
within which to approach the use of textiles within medieval literature. According to 
their schema: 
Coding occurs in the context of complex audiences in which some members 
may be competent and willing to decode the message, but others are not. In 
other words, coding presumes  an audience in which one group of receivers 
is ‘monocultural’ and thus assumes that its own interpretation of messages is 
the only one possible, while the second group, living in two cultures, may 
recognize a double message — which also requires recognizing that some 
form of coding has taken place. Coding, then, is the expression or 
transmission of messages potentially accessible to a (bicultural) community 
under the very eyes of a dominant community for whom these same 
messages are either inaccessible or inadmissible. (3) 
 
Instances of clothwork in medieval literature and beyond partake of just such a 
code. Textiles’ recurrence establishes and plays with a complex sign system based 
upon traditional, socially and patriarchally-defined, gender binaries; as Radner and 
Lanser explain, “it is sexual dominance that makes women likely to express 
themselves, and communicate to other women, through coded means” (3). As we 
shall see, although co-opted by androcentric culture as a symbol of conservative 
femininity, cloth and clothwork pass “under the very eyes of a dominant [male] 
community” and speak to women, encoding potentially subversive, autonomous 
messages. From within the “monocultural” male hegemony of religious authority and 
Christian exegesis during the English Middle Ages, textiles instead elevate and 
celebrate qualities and capacities traditionally understood and denigrated as 
feminine. What I aim to trace in this thesis, then, is a way of reading these fabrics, of 
accessing this inherently spiritual textile hermeneutic. In doing so, I hope to illustrate 
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precisely how medieval women could and did read this hermeneutic in forming, 
fabricating, their own interpretations of divine truth and devotional practices. 
Indeed, religious narratives fit particularly neatly into Radner and Lanser’s 
framework. In her excellent work, The Generation of Identity in Late Medieval 
Hagiography (1999), Gail Ashton aptly elucidates the problems we face when 
tackling religious texts authored by masculine voices. Ashton argues that female 
hagiographies traditionally written by men can be defined as what Hélène Cixous 
calls “marked writing”, literature “run by a libidinal and cultural — hence political, 
typically masculine — economy” (qtd. in Ashton 3). Thus: 
female hagiographical texts are inherently fissured and unstable texts, […] 
what is contained in them is a doubled discourse, the ‘heard’ and dominant, 
intended one — masculine — and a feminine voice that reveals itself 
differently that puts pressure on the masculine generic one, and is as much a 
part of the vitae as that other. (4)  
 
The “doubled discourse” Ashton describes closely parallels Radner and Lanser’s 
definition of the “double message”; indeed, coding, the alternate expression of the 
female voice, is central to the hagiographical genre, but also more extensively 
prevalent across the corpus of medieval devotional literature. Not only do we find 
such fissures troubling the androcentric veneers of saints’ lives from the Middle 
Ages, their presence persistently destabilises patriarchal dominance in a plethora of 
lives of Christ, apocrypha, mystery plays, prayers, and biblical commentaries. Most 
importantly, this destabilisation persistently occurs through women’s autonomous 
engagement with clothwork, their performance of textile acts accepted within the 
“monocultural” masculine framework of the narrative, but, as feminine prerogatives, 
encoded with a second, subversive meaning.  
Julia Kristeva’s enormously influential essay, ‘Stabat Mater’ (1977), 
famously, and controversially, opens up and interrogates the ways in which such 
“doubled discourses” operate, dissecting the centrality of the Virgin Mary to Western 
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conceptions of maternity and femininity.7 Throughout the essay, Kristeva constructs 
two narratives on the page: a masculinist, critical exploration of the Marian cult’s 
history and an écriture feminine, a reflection of her own physical and mental 
experiences of birth and motherhood. In the introduction to her “double discourse”, 
she writes: 
Many civilizations have subsumed femininity under the Maternal, but 
Christianity in its own way developed this tendency to the full. The question 
is whether this was simply an appropriation of the Maternal by men and 
therefore, according to our working hypothesis, just a fantasy hiding the 
primary narcissism from view, or was it perhaps also the mechanism of 
enigmatic sublimation? (135) 
 
For Kristeva, it is only by seeking out and listening to women’s own narratives that 
we may break down these structures, and begin to answer this question: 
Those interested in what maternity is for a woman will no doubt be able to 
shed new light on this obscure topic by listening, with greater attentiveness 
than in the past, to what today's mothers have to say not only about their 
economic difficulties but also, and despite the legacy of guilt left by overly 
existentialist approaches to feminism, about malaise, insomnia, joy, rage, 
desire, suffering, and happiness. (147) 
 
To this end, Kristeva’s essay contrasts the patriarchal depiction of the Virgin as a 
means of both controlling and appropriating the feminine in a discourse which “fails 
to take account of what a woman might say or want of the Maternal,” (135) with the 
expressive and autonomous potential of her own maternity. Using her écriture 
feminine, she experiments with illustrating the “the real experience that this fantasy 
obscures” (133) by exploring her “Incommensurable, unlocalizable maternal body.” 
                                                            
7 Kristeva’s theories in ‘Stabat Mater’ have been particularly influential in medieval feminist 
studies, and received with varying levels of approval. They are, for example, critiqued as 
essentialist by Corinne Saunders, who writes that her work endorses “a definition of gender 
difference rooted in biological determinism” (23). However, their potential for feminist 
interpretation of the female body politic in religious writing has been recognised by Liz 
Herbert McAvoy, who writes that while “perilously close to essentialising the female 
experience as an ontological given, forced to operate within patriarchal structures of thought” 
(Authority and the Female Body 15), her theories might be combined with a more 
constructionist approach so that, “the hollowness of the hegemony is revealed” (16). 
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(145) She juxtaposes her own complex sensations of maternity with androcentric 
depictions of the Virgin, emphasising the physicality of her response to her son in 
the repeated insistence, for example, that such feelings are located “under my skin” 
(141), in opposition to “The virgin mother's ample blue gown”, which “will allow only 
the breast to be seen of the body underneath” (143). This particular comparison 
tellingly relies upon cloth to contrast the physical, bodily experience of motherhood 
with the patriarchal obscuring of such corporeality, highlighting the “monocultural” 
significance of fabric as a tool in the attempted maintenance of patriarchal 
dominance. Kristeva’s methodology, her recognition and exploration of a “doubled 
discourse”, parallels my own in this thesis. In learning to read and understand the 
secondary discourse offered by textiles within medieval texts, I seek to uncover the 
“enigmatic sublimations” of women who found means outwith the scope of 
ecclesiastical authority to interpret and engage with Christ’s mystery. 
It is no coincidence that textile acts within the corpus of medieval devotional 
literature are persistently aligned with performances of typically feminine, and often 
maternal, love and devotion; fabrics repeatedly function as important tools in the 
practice of affective piety. In her extremely influential study of affective compassion 
in medieval devotional literature, Sarah McNamer offers the important thesis that, “to 
perform compassion — in the private drama of the heart that these texts stage — is 
to feel like a woman, in particular medieval iterations of that identity.” (3) Positing 
“medieval Christian compassion as a historically contingent, ideologically charged, 
and performatively constituted emotion” (3), McNamer places women and the 
feminine at the centre of affective devotion, basing her exploration upon the 
observation that such emotive spirituality is “often predicated on intimate love of two 
particular kinds: the love of a mother for her son and of a female spouse for her 
beloved.” (10) While she posits that to engage emotively with Christ is to thus “feel 
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like a woman,”  the suggestion that I put forward in this thesis is that to feel 
corporeally — to physically touch and engage with Christ via cloth as an act of 
devotion and most importantly an act of interpretation — is to likewise find spiritual 
enlightenment in partaking of a practice defined as distinctly feminine throughout the 
Middle Ages. Such acts of spiritual autonomy and authority are veiled, their richness 
available only to those literate in their narratives’ textile hermeneutic: traditionally 
women. However, before I introduce the key clothworkers and textiles I will use in 
establishing the presence of this secondary textile discourse and hermeneutic — 
this coded, shared form of expression and interpretation — in order to understand its 
status as secondary it is important to consider more fully the cultural and social 
import of clothwork within medieval English society, not only as a feminine symbol 
but as a practical reality. To this end, I turn now to the Old English Exeter Book as a 
brief case study. 
 
Clothwork in Anglo-Saxon England: The Exeter Book 
 
Christian culture during the medieval period inherited a set of values which 
firmly marked clothwork as a feminine activity, one which both represented and 
imposed a set of values defined and arbitrated by “monocultural” patriarchal mores. 
From the earliest days of Christianity, patristic writers like Tertullian had instructed 
women, “Busy your hands with spinning; keep your feet at home; and you will 
“please” better than (by arraying yourselves) in gold.” (‘On the Apparel of Women’ 
25) Such dicta implied, in other words, that the distaff kept female hands and minds 
safely occupied and contained within the household. Indeed, textile work was 
inextricably bound up with the domestic duties of childrearing and keeping house, 
women’s traditional domain; as Jennifer Ward explains, for the medieval English 
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woman, “Spinning was often done on the distaff so could be combined with watching 
the children or visiting neighbours.” (90) From the early Anglo-Saxon period in 
England, this association was formative to the construction of femininity. As Potkay 
and Evitt explain, “The association of women with weaving was so close that two of 
our modern English words for females, woman and wife, may come from the Old 
English word for weaver, wifmann.” (27) From as early as the seventh century, 
sewing equipment such as thread boxes and spindle whorls have been found in 
women’s tombs, marking and celebrating their value as clothworkers (Fell 40). We 
also find textile work explicitly connected to feminine virtue and nobility; as Gale R. 
Owen-Crocker details in her exploration of dress in Anglo-Saxon England, in the 
ninth century King Alfred distinguished between the male and female sides of his 
family by referring to the spear side (spere healfe) and spindle side (spinl healf) 
(281). This connection between women and clothwork was, in this sense, both 
practical or quotidian and literary, laden with figurative import. As Clegg Hyer and 
Jane Chance have discussed in depth, well-known Anglo-Saxon narratives such as 
the epics Beowulf and Elene describe aristocratic women executing power as 
“peace-weavers” (Clegg Hyer, ‘Textiles and Textile Imagery in the Exeter Book’ 35-
8; Chance, Woman as Hero 1-11). In Clegg Hyer’s words, “an Anglo-Saxon noble 
woman’s domestic social role as weaver seems to be transferred to her more 
abstract social function as mother queen, and guardian of the fabric of her society” 
(38). The domesticity Tertullian aligned with women’s position at the loom remained 
as potently dominant and present in tenth and eleventh century England as it did in 
Christian antiquity.  
Amongst the richest sources we have for considering the alignment of the 
practical and figurative in representations of early English women’s textile culture is 
the famous Exeter Book, a manuscript that offers a wonderful “case study” or 
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introduction, as it were, to fabric’s import in English culture during the medieval 
period. Dated to c.960-990, although its contents are thought to predate its collation 
by around two hundred years, the Book is a fascinating compilation of riddles, 
hagiography, and religious and secular instructional material, and as such 
represents an extraordinary cross-section of the spiritual and profane, institutional 
and popular, ideologies that co-existed in Anglo-Saxon Exeter specifically from the 
eighth to tenth centuries. While scholars such as Clegg Hyer and Cavell have 
identified and explored descriptions of weaving practices in the Book (Clegg Hyer, 
‘Textiles and Textile Imagery in the Exeter Book’ 30-1; Cavell 27-46, 54-67), its 
persistent recourse to textiles in illustrating complex acts of interpretation, and the 
gendered tensions so closely bound up in its distinctive textile hermeneutic, have yet 
to be fully explored. Throughout the Book, I argue, we find a prevalent fascination 
with textiles both as objects of female authority and linguistic tools in exploring and 
conveying meaning, as this notion of women’s “peace-weaving” is teased out and 
played with. 
Amongst the book’s ‘Maxims’, dicta on social mores and tradition, we find 
echoes of Tertullian’s patriarchally-defined conservatism. ‘Maxim I’ unequivocally 
states, “A damsel it beseems to be at her board” (132), 8 using the loom to silence 
women, as it continues: 
A rambling woman scatters words, 
she is often charged with faults, 
a man thinks of her with contempt, 
oft her cheek smites. (133-6) 
                                                            
8 While I am using the only existing complete translation of the Exeter Book published by the 
Early English Text Society in 1842 here, this maxim has been translated more explicitly by 
Clegg Hyer as stating that “The place of a woman is at her embroidery” (‘Textiles and Textile 
Imagery in the Exeter Book’ 32), and Cavell as “a woman belongs at her embroidery” (19). 
Due to the sparsity of modern translations of the Book, and in an effort to utilise thorough 
and precise translations, I will use different editions throughout this thesis, and offer a 
complete listing of editions in my works cited list. However, unless otherwise stated, 




Juxtaposing the obedient “damsel” at her loom with the unruly vocal woman, the 
maxim firmly represents weaving as a silencing activity. Static, hidden from the 
world by her loom, the exemplary weaver strongly contrasts with the active 
“rambling woman”, whose transgressive attempts to enter into the discourse of the 
“man” are deplored, met with “contempt” and rejection. Within the sign system 
shared by the “monocultural” masculine voices of both the narrator and the maxim’s 
contemptuous male observer, clothwork is a silencing activity, designed to control 
and women’s potentially subversive words in check. 
However, this androcentric sign system is thrown into complexity in ‘Maxim 
II’, as women’s engagement with textiles comes to encode a secondary meaning, 
upholding textiles in relation to female duty and domesticity, but simultaneously 
equating the feminine with power. This maxim tells of a Frisian wife awaiting her 
husband’s return from a voyage, and explains: 
 When the vessel stands, 
His ship is come, 
and her husband to home, 
her own provider, 
and she calls him in,  
washes his weedy garment, 
and gives to him a new raiment; 
‘tis pleasant on land to him 
whom his love awaits (50-8) 
 
The woman faithfully awaits her husband’s return, and dresses him in an act which 
reciprocates his care as her “provider”. It is an act of thanks, a duty that signifies her 
submission and reliance upon him; yet in this moment the wife assumes a form of 
authority over her husband. She acts as an active, autonomous individual who 
almost maternally “calls him in” and changes his clothing in a move which both 
encodes feminine care and potently mimics the performance of investiture, marking 
his return to society on land. The maxim thus partakes of into a much broader 
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cultural tradition surrounding clothing, power, and identity, and positions the female 
as the arbiter of this tradition. It complicates the starkly misogynistic message of 
‘Maxim I’, subtly implying that female vocality and authority is admissible and 
desirable, even, when exercised in relation to cloth. Taken together, the ‘Maxims’ 
thus use clothwork to control and silence women, yet paradoxically admit weaving 
and investiture as women’s domain of authority. Their attempts to use cloth in 
containing women ironically grants them a power which, as we shall see, could be 
easily directed towards theological prowess. 
The book’s collection of riddles is equally fascinated with the textiles’ 
symbolic potential, and offers yet more subversive descriptions of feminine agency. 
Amongst the best-known of this group, ‘Riddle 35’ describes “a fortunate garment” 
(12)9 which teases the reader: 
I know in my mind I was not wrought 
of wool from fleeces, with hair through great skill. 
Wefts are not wound for me, nor do I have a warp, 
nor does thread resound in me through the force of blows, 
nor does a whirring shuttle glide upon me, 
nor must the beater strike me anywhere. (3-8) 
 
The solution is chainmail, a vestment produced by tools very different from those of 
the loom and clothwork, but in accordance with very similar processes. The riddle 
requires us, quite literally, to read the armour through textiles; indeed, its central 
conceit is reliant upon the fact that chainmail is created through the intertwining of 
metal, an act parallel to and yet distinct from the weaving of cloth. It partakes of, and 
relies upon its reader’s awareness of, a very real cultural tradition: as Sue 
Harrington explains, archaeological finds from this period show a proliferation of 
                                                            
9 The riddles have been lucky enough to attract more scholarly attention than the rest of the 
Exeter Book, and for ‘Riddle 35’ and ‘Riddle 56’ (below), I have used Cavell’s more recent 
and authoritative translations, made available online via her website The Riddle Ages: Old 
English Riddles, Translations and Commentaries. 
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sword-shaped weaving beaters in women’s tombs, weapons transformed into 
weaving tools by their female users, strongly negating the traditional equation “male 
= sword = power vs. female = weaving tool = no power” (336). The riddle’s textile 
hermeneutic, in other words, is grounded in this very alignment of feminine weaving 
with masculine power and prowess. On a surface level, this is as an alternative, 
distinctly feminine, form of authority; however, like the sword-shaped weaving 
beaters, the riddle’s textile hermeneutic in fact blurs and collapses such gendered 
distinctions. While verbally insisting upon its own distinction from woven cloth, the 
chainmail nonetheless obscures the binary between clothwork and warfare as a 
woven, material object, relying upon the feminine work and artform to describe 
origins and processes of the male armour’s creation. Through the weaving process, 
masculine chainmail is invested with protective power, a garment designed to 
protect its wearer from male violence in battle, reminiscent of the nurturing care 
associated with the acts of clothing by the Frisian wife of ‘Maxim II’.  
Textile imagery recurs again in ‘Riddle 56’, which describes a loom through 
reference to the forest and the hunt, yet another androcentric domain. Further 
obfuscating the distinction between these acts of power, this riddle in a sense 
reverses the processes of ‘Riddle 35’, using overwhelmingly masculine language 
and metaphors to describe the feminine process of loom weaving. The narrator 
explains, “I was inside there, where I saw / a wooden object wounding a certain 
struggling creature, / the turning wood” (1-3), and goes on to describe the action of a 
loom through this analogy. The art of weaving is imagined as an act of violence; the 
creature sustains “battle-wounds, / deep gashes” (3-4), descriptive of the warp as it 
is drawn through the weft. The role of the feminine “peace-weaver” is considered as 
brutal, violent, and yet key to the smooth operation of social hierarchy within the 
riddle. The final lines imagine the woven product as an object of power, one which, 
19 
 
as an offering, grants admittance to a lord’s hall: “I saw the leavings / of those 
arrows, carried onto the floor / to my lord, where the warriors drank.” (10-12) Again, 
the riddle situates weaving within a wider social context here, illuminating the 
important social role of clothwork within society. In reinforcing this equation between 
weaving and violence, ‘Riddle 56’, like ‘Riddle 35’, imparts to textile production a 
degree of authority, a position of esteem worthy of admittance into the very centre of 
androcentric culture: the lord’s hall. The loom becomes, in a sense, the framework 
within which the social functions of the hunt and hall are contained and portrayed. At 
once relying upon the distinctly gendered binary conception of weaving and warfare, 
these riddles nonetheless obfuscate the distinction between these two acts, most 
particularly in such a way as equates the feminine and clothwork with power, albeit 
protective care in ‘Riddle 35’, and fearsome offering in ‘Riddle 56’. A linguistic tool, 
so useful in the veiling and teasing out of meaning, clothwork also bears rich cultural 
significance in the riddles. 
Textiles therefore recur throughout the Exeter Book in significant ways that 
we will return to and discuss in greater depth later in this thesis, but these examples 
importantly and succinctly open up the cultural and hermeneutical qualities which 
were located in textiles and clothwork throughout the medieval period in England. 
Signs of female obedience and non-resistance for a masculine “monocultural” 
audience, such cloths were woven with a secondary meaning for bilingual, feminine 
interpreters, traditional clothwork practitioners. We see the same framework and 
sign system upheld throughout the medieval period in England. Clothwork continued 
to perform as an emblem of feminine virtue; however, the rise of the cloth industry in 




English Clothwork in the Middle Ages 
 
As Ward details in her study of English women’s culture in the Middle Ages, 
the cloth industry began to thrive in urban centres from the twelfth century onwards, 
producing cloth for both English markets and exportation, and during the thirteenth 
century it grew out towards the countryside, particularly north Essex and Norfolk 
(89). However, as she explains, with the growth of industry came male hegemony 
over cloth production, and women tended to do lower grade, less skilled work from 
their own homes (89). Ruth Mazzo Karras corroborates Ward’s argument in her 
excellent chapter on English textile production in the Middle Ages, specifically 
considering this shift in relation to the London silk trade of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, an industry in which women constituted the primary workers but 
were refused a guild (95). In fact, as Karras explains, the male guild of weavers 
sought to exclude women other than the widows of former members, highlighting 
their conception of female workers as helpers and assistants rather than workers in 
their own right (95). Nonetheless, even from within the constraints of masculine 
control we find that women managed to manipulate and re-appropriate male 
arbitration over cloth as both a symbol and a trade. In their 1455 petition against the 
import of foreign silks, the silkwomen of London cannily utilised the traditional 
associations between clothwork and respectability, grounding their plea upon the 
appeal that their craft was an important aid in “the norishing of vertue, and 
eschewying of vices and ydelness” (qtd. in Trigg np.). As Stephanie Trigg explains, 
“If this was the best way to make their case to enhance their monopoly and to keep 
up the trade barriers, it was, ironically, by downplaying the economic independence 
that is so highly prized by modem historians.” (np.) By using the very language 
through which they were consigned clothwork as a silencing and controlling activity, 
women managed to argue in favour of their trade and economic independence.  
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Women could still wield the distaff as a weapon in the later Middle Ages. In 
East Anglia, for example, we find evidence of the celebration of St. Distaff’s Day, a 
holiday combining both Christian and folkloric traditions and influences. A play, The 
Killing of the Children, was traditionally enacted on the day, as recorded in the Digby 
Plays manuscript around 1510, and in it we find a particularly compelling scene. The 
mothers of the children slaughtered during the Massacre of the Innocents turn on 
Herod’s messenger, and one of the women, in the words of Gail McMurray Gibson, 
“Wielding the very emblem of week womanhood” (The Theatre of Devotion 42), 
assaults him with her distaff crying: 
Fye vpon the, coward! Of the I wille not faile 
To dubbe the knight with my rokke [distaff] rounde! 
Women be ferse when their list to assaile 
Such prowde boyes, to caste to the ground! (qtd. in Gibson 42) 
 
In mockery of the ceremony of knightly investiture, the woman brandishes her distaff 
as a sword, a vision of maternal ire and fury. Clothwork is, unsurprisingly, central to 
the play’s performance and context; as Gibson explains, the celebration of St. 
Distaff’s Day on January 7th not only marked the biblical event of the massacre (the 
day after the epiphany), but also women’s return to their traditional work of spinning 
after the festivities of the Christmas period, combining folk and Christian influences 
(43). As a parody, the scene’s comedy relies upon the androcentric notion that a 
woman, a member of the weaker sex, beating a man with the very symbol of her 
femininity is inherently laughable; however, another reading of the scene is possible, 
we yet again find the presence of another feminine subtext. The scene is couched in 
its social context; as Gibson explains, East Anglia was a particularly important 
centre for the English textile industry in the later Middle Ages: 
In East Anglia where the commercial prominence of the cloth industry made 
the distaff a resonant symbol not only of personal necessity but of communal 
need, the St. Distaff Day play and game must have performed an especially 
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significant kind of ritual definition, as the society turned from Christmas sport 
and Christmas worship to its ‘owne vocation’. (43) 
 
Many of the women watching The Killing of the Children would return to their work 
the day after the festivities, and for them the distaff was a tool and symbol of their 
vocation. They watched a woman, in defence of her children, wield their work tools 
and maternal care as a “ferse” weapon, one that highlighted the distinctly masculine 
(and, it is important to note, anti-Christian) violence being enacted in the play. The 
play thus partakes of the doubled discourse surrounding textile work that persisted 
throughout the centuries in English writing and culture from the Anglo-Saxon period 
onwards, offering a male-centric parody of feminine weakness while simultaneously 
encoding women’s power. 
The world of secular clothwork, we must remember, was persistently 
informed by religious ideals. The women who returned to work after St. Distaff’s Day 
did so in accordance with Church teachings, and their ire was situated within a 
specifically Christian context, couched in the events following the Nativity. As Julie 
Ann Smith details, non-religious clothwork was regulated by penitential guides such 
as Burchard’s Corrector (c.1008-1012), which instructed women: 
Have you done what some people do on the first of January, that is, seven 
days after the Lord’s birth? On that holy night at the devil’s urging they wind 
thread, spin and sew, doing all the work they are able to begin because of 
the new year. If you have, you should do penance for forty days on bread 
and water. (qtd. in Smith 96) 
 
Religious clothwork, meanwhile, was placed under equally tight clerical control, 
taking up the ideas so succinctly expressed by Tertullian as a means of curtailing 
women’s spiritual activity and authority. As Caroline Walker Bynum relates, “the 
economic activity of ‘holy women’ — weaving, embroidery, care of the sick and 
small children — continued women’s ordinary work” (Fragmentation and 
Redemption 47). Guides for religious women such as the thirteenth-century Ancrene 
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Wisse stipulated that female anchorites, “schapieth ant seowith ant mendith chirche 
clathes ant povre monne hettren” (8.140), eschewing silk for simple fabrics unless 
with the express permission of their (male) spiritual director. However, even from 
within such confines, fabrics’ doubled discourse could still facilitate autonomous 
spiritual experiences and devotions. Closeness to Christ could be achieved through 
textiles which were textually preserved within the masculine ecclesiastical domain. 
Although this is not the primary focus of my study, there is, furthermore, an 
important geographical element to the textile trade in medieval England. Gibson has 
highlighted the booming industry in East Anglia, but, as Ward explains, cloth 
production was an economic staple throughout the south of England, not only based 
in Norfolk and East Anglia, but also in north Essex (89). By the late fourteenth 
century the largest group of female workers in Exeter were employed in the textile 
industry, and worked to wash, comb, spin, and weave wool, while London was the 
centre of English silk production and trade (Ward 89). Many of the narratives and 
traditions I explore in this thesis, particularly surrounding the Virgin Mary and St. 
Veronica, were written and copied in the south of England, particularly around East 
Anglia and Exeter, suggesting an important geographical and industrial context for 
the development of the textile hermeneutic which I trace in this thesis, and its close 
proximity to women’s lived experiences. 
While, as we have seen, much work has been done on textiles’ significance 
in secular culture, there is currently a dearth of scholarly discussion on the 
significance of fabric for women’s devotional culture in medieval England. Cloth, I 
aim to prove, was central to the ways in which women could practice their piety and, 
most importantly, interpret and engage with Christ’s mystery, his divine Incarnation 
and Passion. Cloth was used throughout the Middle Ages to explain the 
hermeneutical process of reading literature. As Bernardus Silvestris wrote in his 
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Commentary on the Aeneid, “The integument is a kind of teaching which wraps up 
the true meaning inside a fictitious narrative (fabulosa narratio), and so it is also 
called ‘a veil’ (involucrum). Man derives benefit (utilitas) from this work, the benefit 
being self knowledge.” (152) In the religious writing of the period we repeatedly see 
this schema applied to the narrative of Christ’s life: true meaning is located in the 
textiles and veils in which his presence is swaddled and clothed, in fabrics which are 
fleshly and sartorial; and, importantly, it is women who are the readers of this 
knowledge. 
 
Fabricating Devotion: Eve, Mary, Veronica, and Christ 
 
Indeed, the words: “Who gave women wisdom and skill in embroidery?” (Job 
38:36) refer to two women: one is the first Eve, who skilfully wove the visible 
garments of Adam, whom she herself had reduced to nakedness. To this toil, 
then, she had been destined. Just as nakedness was discovered because of 
her, so to her was given the task of reclothing the sensible body against 
visible nakedness. […] To Mary, instead, God entrusted the task of giving 
birth, for our sakes, to him who is the lamb and the sheep; from his glory, as 
from a veil, by the power of his immortality, a garment is skilfully woven for 
us. (Epiphanius of Salamis, Panarius 293) 
 
 These words from Epiphanius of Salamis’ (c.315-403) Panarius aptly 
introduce us to the first two archetypal clothworkers whom I will explore in this 
thesis: Eve and the Virgin Mary. The early Christian Bishop and heresiologist 
described in these lines a dichotomy which would extend for centuries, millennia 
even, a binary and typological connection that was persistently understood through 
clothwork in Christian tradition. Eve, the mother of mankind and spinner of its sinful 
garb, was juxtaposed to Mary, Theotokos (Mother of God), and weaver of Christ’s 
flesh. However, as I aim to show, in Eve’s spinning we find the seeds of a sensory 
devotional tradition which came to highlight the first woman’s spiritual potential. 
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To this end, Chapter One focuses on Eve, exploring her designation as a 
spinner specifically as a marker of sensory femininity and transgression. As Diane 
Owen Hughes explains so eloquently:  
As daughters of Eve, the women of medieval Europe further suffered from a 
Christian reading of clothes as evidence for the evolution of sin rather than 
as a reflection of the civilising process. An invention of skin’s necessity, 
clothing pushed man backward to reverse the process of creation. The skins 
in which Adam and Eve had clothed their nakedness were an outward sign 
of a new bestiality that diminished their resemblance to the God who had 
created them in his image. (144) 
 
Cloth and skin aligned in treatments of the Genesis narrative, which represented 
Eve’s temptation and transgression as a distinctly sensory phenomenon. Medieval 
theologians inherited and perpetuated an exegetical tradition in which Eve was 
understood to have introduced mankind to the dangers of the material world; we find 
it persistently emphasised that she was drawn to the apple through sight and touch, 
senses understood as distinctly carnal and, through her susceptibility, feminine in 
nature. The temptations of the material world were thus understood quite literally 
through material, fabric, and through her vocation as a clothworker. However, 
beneath these traditional, patriarchal narratives surrounding Genesis lies a second 
line of interpretation: we also see the beginnings of a spiritual textile hermeneutic in 
Eve’s work; in her sensory capacities lies a rich potential for spiritual exegesis. 
Chapter One traces this tradition, exploring the latent power of Eve’s sensory nature 
in the Middle Ages, its implicit femininity and connection to clothwork, suggesting 
that beneath the misogynistic denigration of the first woman lay rich potential for 
women’s spirituality. 
Chapter Two explores the literary representation of the Virgin Mary’s 
clothworking as an extension of her forebear’s sensory qualities, considering 
legends surrounding her weaving of Christ in the womb as another example of this 
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alternate exegetical hermeneutic, a distinctly gynocentric means of reading and 
interpreting Christ’s incarnate body. Feminist scholars have outlined Mary’s 
impossible maternity as an integral part of the Church’s antifeminism in the early 
Christian period and throughout the Middle Ages. In her ground-breaking study 
Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and Cult of the Virgin Mary (1976), Marina Warner 
established an understanding of Mary’s representation as repressive, arguing that 
“this shift, from virgin birth to virginity, from religious sign to moral doctrine, […] 
transformed a mother goddess like the Virgin Mary into an effective instrument of 
asceticism and female subjugation” (49). Chiara Frugoni has echoed Warner’s 
views, locating antifeminism in Mary’s miraculous virginity: “At first it might seem that 
the faithful were offered the Virgin Mary’s life as an alternative model. But Mary’s 
body did not follow the rules of a human body, so the exception ended up confirming 
rather than disavowing traditional misogyny.” (367) Meanwhile, the re-interpretation 
of the Holy Mother as a model of feminine power is, unfortunately, all too often 
considered a modern trend. Based upon this premise that Mariology was “created 
as an act of men’s definition of women, whose voices were officially silenced” (7), 
Elizabeth A. Johnson, for example, has delineated her conception of a feminist 
theology centred on the Virgin Mary, positing Marian feminism as a distinctly twenty-
first century phenomenon. She writes that: 
women for the first time in history are publicly and corporately interpreting 
the figure of Mary from the perspective of their own struggle to be 
independent, strong, lively, and holy, that is, from their option for full human 
dignity. […] the tapestry of Marian tradition becomes even richer as twenty-
first century women weave their insights into the great cloth. (6) 
 
However, as scholars have more recently begun to recognise, medieval women 
could and did find in Marian tradition models of great spiritual authority and 
27 
 
closeness to Christ.10 My contribution to this argument is grounded in the claim that 
they could do so by reading into and engaging with the textile hermeneutics of 
Mary’s maternity. 
I aim to illustrate this in Chapter Two by elucidating the ways in which these 
fissures in the ecclesiastical Marian narrative were rooted in the very typological 
connection with Eve through which patriarchal Church culture aimed to prescribe 
and control women’s actions, entrenched in the Holy Mother’s replication of the first 
woman’s union of childbirth and clothwork. Beginning with the origins of the Marian 
clothworking motif in the second-century Protevangelium of James, I explore the 
ways in which the use of clothwork in expressing Christ’s Incarnation highlights 
Mary’s role as an agent with autonomy. Far from passive, she works her cloth, 
spinning her child as an act of exegetical interpretation and devotion. Drawing 
attention to the female autonomy and skill it encodes, I argue that the clothworking 
metaphor transforms childbirth from an act encoding female redemption into one 
that signifies the possession and performance of spiritual prowess. In fabricating, or 
spinning, the Christ Child, I claim, Mary not only reads and interprets, offering a 
clear example of spiritual exegesis in her clothwork, but takes on an active role in 
the creation of the divine Word. In addition to considering the influence of the 
Protevangelium narrative in medieval England, I explore English references to the 
legend of the tunica inconsutilis (Christ’s miraculous robe, woven without seam), 
                                                            
10 An early proponent of this trend, Kristeva recognises the repressive, patriarchal depiction 
of the Virgin, but closes her essay, ‘Stabat Mater’ (1997), with a call that her we work “to gain 
a clearer picture of the Virgin, that prodigious structure of maternality that the West has 
erected” (147). In their book, Minding the Body: Women and Literature in the Middle Ages, 
800-1500 (1997), Potkay and Evitt dwell on Mary’s “collaborative authorship of the Word” 
(26). In her study, Medieval Maidens: Young Women and Gender in England, 1270-1540 
(2003), Kim M. Phillips writes, “While in youth and before maternity she fits the usual meek 
mould, after the birth of Jesus she begins to display a more forthright character, disputing 
with Joseph over the wisdom of their flight into Egypt and again when their twelve-year-old 
son is missing. […] In her role as mother Mary is permitted greater authority than as a 
maiden or childless wife, suggesting that different forms of womanhood were modelled for 
the varieties of women in the audience.” (79)  
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discussing the ways in which the Virgin’s fabrication of Christ in the womb was 
externalised after his birth, aligned conceptually with the acts of swaddling and 
shrouding. Mary, I argue, thus offered women like the famous mystic Margery 
Kempe a very real framework within which to join her in her care and devotion to 
Christ. 
 The notion of a fabricated Christ introduced in the Marian traditions of 
Chapter Two is then extended in Chapter Three, as I turn to the legend of the 
Veronica and its eponymous saintly bearer. In his influential tract, ‘On the Apparel of 
Women’, the early Christian polemicist Tertullian chastised women in writing: “do 
you not know that you are (each) an Eve? […] You destroyed so easily God’s 
image, man. On account of your desert — that is, death — even the Son of God had 
to die.” (14) Not only does the Virgin Mary redress Eve’s wrongs in weaving Christ’s 
body, but St. Veronica, in many ways, can be understood as rewriting womankind’s 
condemnation as daughters of Eve, creating yet another fabric manifestation and 
image of Christ’s corporeal presence. Understood now as the woman who wiped 
Christ’s face on the road to Calvary, thus taking its imprint, St. Veronica and her relic 
in fact developed in apocryphal tradition through a complex process of evolution. 
This chapter traces her development specifically in medieval England from its 
origins in Anglo-Saxon Exeter, delineating her appearance in the Old English 
Vindicta Saluatoris within the context of the particularly strong presence of our textile 
hermeneutic in the Exeter Book, and alongside the region’s distinct attachment to 
cloth relics. I trace the ways in which the relic was originally understood, and bore 
greater significance, as a garment in the Old English text, before considering 
material from the twelfth century onwards in which the cloth (influenced by 
Continental traditions) emphatically bore the face of Christ. As an acheiropoeta 
(image made without human hands), created through an act of feminine care and 
29 
 
devotion as opposed to masculine artwork, I argue that the Veronica embodied 
another fabrication and textile interpretation of Christ’s presence, a powerful 
counterpart to the Marian literature of Chapter Two.  
Cloth’s fleshliness is thus a key theme in particular across Chapters Two and 
Three, although it is an idea that I touch upon in all four chapters, and it is worth 
taking a little time here to consider and delineate the specifically textual nature of 
conceptual associations between cloth and skin in the Middle Ages. Body, cloth, and 
text are inextricably connected across various cultures, and elide in particular ways 
in Western Christianity. The process of fabricating devotion at the core of this thesis 
is at once fleshly and textual, as well as textile, in nature. In her illuminating study on 
Incarnational theology, Holmes expands upon what Luce Irigaray defines as “an 
incarnational relationship between the body and the word” (qtd. in Holmes xi), 
offering in her exploration of the fleshly qualities of women’s writing a particularly 
theoretical base for my own study of fabricated devotion in literature. She writes: 
writing emerges as a spiritual practice in response to the incarnation. Writing 
allows women’s flesh to become word(s) in response to the Word made 
Flesh. It also grounds an inclusive and expansive interpretation of the 
incarnation that can be retrieved for diverse feminist theologies today. (xiv) 
 
Chapters Two and Three essentially explore versions of this process which replace 
textual, written word with textile, fabricated word, exchanging literary exegesis for 
the material, cloth interpretation of scripture, quite literally positing Christ’s 
Incarnation as the Word (Logos) made flesh and fabric.  
Cloth, flesh, and text are also aligned, however, in more tangible, physical 
ways in medieval literature. As Baert explains, “Fabric and parchment are intimately 
interwoven because of their common function: they are both most important vehicles 
of prayer” (‘Weaving’ 39), and scholarship such as van Asperen’s excellent chapter 
on the female devotional practice of stitching into manuscripts such as the London 
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Codex (96-112) strongly evidences this assertion. Animal hide provided the raw 
material for medieval parchment as well as leather cloth; skin was both a textual and 
textile surface. We will touch upon this elision of skin and parchment more closely in 
Chapter Three, considering the manuscript illuminations of, and prayers to, the 
Veronica, but it is worth thinking about another, equally literal, union of the two 
surfaces here. Cloth itself visually and practically performed as a kind of human 
skin: 
Textiles can be wrapped around the body. In their draping, they model the 
human body as a second skin. Humans dress themselves because they lack 
the protective fur or skin that an animal has. They dress themselves because 
they are ashamed of their nakedness. They dress themselves because, in 
this way, they can conform or differentiate themselves with regard to their 
fellow humans. (Baert, ‘Dressing’ 241) 
 
Fabric could be used to create a man-made skin, arbitrated and designed in 
accordance with particular cultural and social values, as well as practicalities such 
as warmth and individual desire. Cloth, in this sense, could and can replicate, or 
recreate, a body. Burns and Boharski offer particularly helpful elucidations of the 
symbolic and literary potential of such textiles as corporeal constructions in their 
discussions of Old French romance, offering a terminology to which I return 
throughout this thesis. Boharski writes of “clothbodies”, denoting “cloth or clothwork 
that incites an understanding or treatment of a woman’s identity or body outwith her 
physical body […] identified by various characters in romance as physically 
replacing the woman’s body” (70). Describing fabric replacements for the body, 
Boharski’s term in fact describes the rationale behind cloth relics in Christian 
tradition, vestiges of sacred bodily presence venerated as extensions of holy bodies. 
Christ’s fabrication in Marian tradition and the Veronica legend can, in many ways, 
be understood as the creation of precisely this kind of textile bodily manifestation. 
While Marian clothwork (quite literally) makes material his corporeal Incarnation, the 
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Veronica, a material vestige of Christ’s physical presence where there was no body, 
offered, in the words of Herbert Kessler, “a relic of Christ’s earthly life and evidence 
of his divinity” (73). 
Meanwhile, Burns explores this concept through the term “sartorial bodies”, 
referring to “the social bodies forged from both fabric and flesh in courtly literary 
texts” (Courtly Love Undressed 12), which “emerge from a reading practice that 
conceives of clothes as an active force in generating social bodies” (12). Burns’ term 
describes a form of reading through clothes which, I argue, is antithetical to the 
textile hermeneutic followed by religious women throughout this thesis, grounded in 
clothing’s performance as a signifier of specifically social status and earthly, man-
made laws, rather than spiritual realities. Indeed, “sartorial bodies” bring us to the 
final chapter of this thesis, in which I explore the misinterpretation of Christ’s body in 
accordance with social, secular conventions as a “sartorial body”.  
 More specifically, Chapter Four considers Christ as an archetype of distinctly 
feminine suffering and piety, delineating in his Passion what I term as “sartorial 
persecution”. Christ’s persecution, his misinterpretation by non-Christians and 
attendant bodily mortification, I argue, is made manifest and explored through 
specifically sartorial cloth signifiers. Textiles, clothing, I argue, are symbols of a 
monocultural patriarchal society equated with non-Christian violence in the narrative 
of the Passion, signifiers of ideological and physical abuses based upon the erasure 
of selfhood and spiritual identity. However, this narrative is coded; clothing is 
multivalent, and may also be invested with spiritual meaning. Not only do textiles in 
Christ’s scriptural representation highlight the misinterpretations and injustices of 
earthly, secular society, but Christ’s body is also self-fashioned through cloth in 
scripture, specifically in his conception as Agnus Dei (Lamb of God), an organic 
source of his own identity and divine power. Christ thus offers, I argue, a model for 
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religious women who are likewise persecuted by secular patriarchal society and 
desirous to carve out their own spiritual, autonomous identities and lifestyles. 
Throughout a diverse selection of female-centric hagiographies from the early 
Christian period and throughout the Middle Ages, including the lives of the virgin 
martyrs, desert mothers, “hairy saints”, and the twelfth-century Life of Christina of 
Markyate, we see the pattern of Christ’s life and sartorial persecution replicated. 
With Christ as their model, the holy women of medieval English hagiography strive 
to reject the “sartorial bodies” imposed upon them, and weave and wear spiritual 
garments truly symbolic of their devotion and desires for union with Christ. 
 Chapter Four of this thesis thus explores the imposition of certain socially 
(and androcentrically) arbitrated values onto feminine bodies, highlighting the 
ideological (and indeed, physical) violence of such misinterpretation, and 
scholarship must be careful that we do not heavy-handedly re-inscribe and inflict 
such erasures of identity in ultimately essentialist assertions of feminine identity. I 
explore narratives written and shaped by essentialist ecclesiastical dogma in this 
thesis, dogma which positions women in silent, nurturing, domestic roles in religious 
culture; but seek to illustrate how, from within these constrictions, women found 
ways to speak and interpret spiritual truth with authority and devotional satisfaction. 
As Liz Herbert McAvoy puts it in her excellent discussion of the topic, “By making 
use of exactly the type of terminology used to repress women but in a context of 
proactivity, the hollowness of the hegemony is revealed for what it is — an 
ideological construct which can be proved erroneous and misinformed.” (Authority 
and the Female Body 16) Furthermore, while I explore experiences of maternity and 
menstruation, and sensory physical capacities designated as feminine in medieval 
culture, I by no means intend to homogenise female experience, but follow Radner 
and Lanser in their approach to the reading of gynocentric lives. As they explain: 
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In using the concept women’s cultures we do not mean to suggest that 
women share a universal set of experiences or any essential ‘female’ 
understanding or worldview. Rather, we understand gender itself to be 
constructed through the social relations of particular communities. (2)  
 
From within the essentialist medieval construction of gender, and its widespread 
implications for the lived experiences of those defined as feminine, I argue that 
textiles and clothwork could offer women a means of quietly celebrating a 
connection between self and God, and finding a spiritually satisfying place within the 
Christian narrative and faith.  
 Textiles therefore proliferate within Christian writing of the medieval period. 
They are, as it were, extra-textual. Time and again, in the lives of legendary saints 
and real women alike, cloths and fabrics reach out beyond the written text into the 
practical, material, lived experiences of those marked as feminine in the Middle 
Ages. Through the cloths and clothworking associated with Eve, Mary, St. Veronica, 
and Christ respectively, I seek to identify and illustrate this fabricated devotional 
tradition and lineage, which spanned from the biblical writing of the apostles and 
earliest Christian apocrypha right through to the later Middle Ages. In the recurrence 
of fabric as a devotional motif associated with these figures, I argue, we find the 
deep prevalence of a textile sign system and language in a generically diverse and 
hybrid range of texts, a pervasive desire to read and engage with spiritual truths, 
even Christ’s own body, through cloth. Following the rich pattern of this tradition, I 
highlight the ways in which the application of a textile hermeneutic to religious texts 
can facilitate exciting new readings and insights surrounding medieval spirituality 
and devotion. I offer textile re-readings of texts firmly established within the canon of 
women’s religious literature from this period, such as The Shewings of Julian of 
Norwich and The Book of Margery Kempe, as well as Malory’s famous Morte 
Darthur. However, I also look to a wide range of narratives, little-known apocryphal 
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expansions and commentaries that, to date, have been overlooked in academic 
discourse, using this very textile hermeneutic to resituate their centrality to our 
understandings of feminine devotion and religious culture.  
In his Liber Confortatorius (The Book of Consolation, c.1083) Goscelin of St. 
Bertin wrote to his anchoritic pupil Eve of Wilton, “When you reweave the cloth of 
the psalms, sing them knowing that you are singing the Saviour’s own words under 
the eyes of the angels and before God’s own majesty.” (98) In following his advice, 
Goscelin’s Eve would join her foremothers; “reweaving” their work, she would unite 
clothwork and prayer, fabric and scripture, to replicate God’s own words in his 
presence. She would thus partake of a devotional history and lineage which 
stretched back centuries and even a millennium in Christian thought. We will now 





















Chapter One. Touching with the Eye of the 




Behind the notion of a woman’s touch lies the concept of woman as touch. 
This declares that, while men are inherently rational, women are all body, all 
feeling. (Constance Classen, ‘Women’s Work’ 203) 
 
Women’s close connection with textiles in the medieval West, as spinners, 
weavers, wearers, and bearers of fabric, was underpinned by a theological 
association between the feminine and the sensory. This connection was established 
in the earliest days of Christianity, and, in turn, Christianity located the roots of this 
tradition in the origins of the world: in Genesis’ portrayal of the archetypal female 
sinner, Eve. This chapter explores the development of theological and apocryphal 
literary traditions surrounding the “first woman”, tracing the ways in which this 
association between Eve and sensory perception established a paradigm and model 
for the representation of women as clothworkers in the Middle Ages. The 
quintessential Christian model of feminine transgression (or, even, of transgression 
as feminine), Eve was consistently used throughout the Late Antique and medieval 
periods to perpetuate a pejorative conception of women as what Classen so 
succinctly and astutely describes as “all body, all feeling”, a conception that 
flourished in opposition to the celebration of masculinity as “inherently rational”. The 
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senses and sensory interpretation, as exemplified by Eve, led mankind towards 
transgression and sin. From within this misogynistic and restrictive framework, 
however, can be found the seeds of potential for another tradition; one that 
recognised that these feminine sensory faculties could be used for the purposes of 
spiritual interpretation and enlightenment. And, time and time again, we find textiles 
and clothwork at the centre of this tradition. 
The image of Eve as a clothworker is prevalent in, and even ubiquitous to, 
Christian art from the medieval period. Indeed, as Brian Murdoch explains: 
Typically a biblical sequence might have the creation of the world, of Adam, 
of Eve from Adam's side, Adam naming the beasts, the temptation by the 
serpent, the expulsion, and then Adam and Eve at work, Adam digging the 
ground (as in Gen. 3: 23) and Eve with a distaff. (The Apocryphal Adam and 
Eve 240)  
 
We continually find images of Eve spinning incorporated within the Genesis 
narrative in medieval manuscript illuminations and Church artwork, and the roots of 
this iconography can, in fact, be traced back to early Christian art. The sarcophagus 
of Junius Bassus (d. 359), for example, in the crypt of St. Peter’s in the Vatican is 
carved with a depiction of God sending Adam to harvest the land, and Eve to spin 




Figure 1. Adam et Eve, the Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus c.359. Art Sacré, 
www.art-sacre.net/cgi-bin/zoom.pl?id_image=2247. 
 
Each looks to their new task in the sculpture, and the carving emphasises these 
roles as a direct result of the Fall in its clear depiction of the serpent coiled around 
the tree between the couple, and their makeshift foliage clothing. While Adam 
beholds the wheat he must harvest, Eve turns to a lamb; primarily as a source of the 
wool she is to work, but also perhaps a brief allusion to the Lamb of God. Their 
tasks are at once pragmatic, essential to their rural, quotidian lives and, as we shall 
see, inherently symbolic — indicative of conceptions surrounding men and women’s 
separate roles in the Church, and, indeed, their unequal degree of culpability for the 
Fall. Eve’s assignation as a clothworker as part of this gendered dichotomy between 
agricultural work and textile production remained consistent, and provided fuel for 
both misogynistic readings of women’s clothwork, and the beginnings of a more 
subversive re-alignment of the material realm in devotion.  
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These theological trains of thought developed across cultural and generic 
divides, and I begin by uncovering their roots in the biblical source material before 
turning to the works of the Desert Fathers, Saints Ambrose and Augustine. These 
works, so influential in Western Christian theology, were central in defining and 
expanding upon the rationale for the defamatory connection between the feminine, 
the sensory, and cloth through Eve; a rationale that incontrovertibly guided the later 
medieval misogynistic tradition of writing and iconography on the subject. I unpack 
the prevalence of this tradition of thought in medieval texts inspired by Genesis, 
such as Bede’s commentary On Genesis and the Middle English Canticum de 
Creatione, before turning to consider Eve’s potency as a paradigmatic transgressive 
clothworker more broadly in English literature from this period, specifically in a 
curious passage on the life-cycle of silkworms to be found in Gervase of Tilbury’s 
Otia Imperialia.  
Changing discourses surrounding materiality and the physical in the 
devotional practices of the Roman Church, however, transformed this connection 
between feminine, sensory interpretation, and cloth into one of power, positing 
clothwork as a process through which a greater closeness with God might be 
reached. I locate the origins of this recuperation of Eve’s sensory capacities in the 
tacit recognition of the spiritual potential of sensory interpretation which, in fact, we 
begin to see as early as Augustine’s theology, and trace its influence in medieval 
texts on Genesis such as the Creation play from the N-Town cycle. The 
clothworking Eve, the archetypal model of female transgression, could thus 
paradoxically become a model for female devotion and spiritual practice for holy and 
laywomen alike in narratives such as Marian miracles and Piers Plowman. However, 
this rehabilitation of the material, and of Eve’s sensuality, did not replace 
misogynistic traditions of thought surrounding the first woman. I thus close this 
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chapter by considering the troubled co-existence of these two traditions, as I look to 
a brief episode in Sir Thomas Malory’s late fifteenth-century ‘Tale of the Sankgreal’, 
an episode that marks the rich complexity of this tradition. 
 
The Diversity and Non-Canonicity of Texts in this Tradition 
 
To understand how Eve and her distaff could speak to women marginalised 
within the patriarchal culture of the Church, we must seek out those texts that have 
been equally marginalised in canons whose development was driven by an 
androcentric ethos which has only begun to change with the rise of feminism in 
academic scholarship. Thus, while I consider traditionally canonical texts such as 
the Morte Darthur, I resituate them alongside apocryphal and hagiographical 
material little-known to scholars of Middle English, and all too often ignored as 
literary works. Indeed, the image of Eve as a clothworker belongs, in fact, to the 
apocryphal tradition of writing and iconography generated by Genesis, rather than 
the biblical book itself. 
The early apocryphal tradition surrounding the creation story, often titled the 
‘Adambook tradition’, was centred on Adam and Eve’s lives after their expulsion 
from the Garden of Eden, and explored the quotidian, subsistent lives of the first 
man and woman. In detailing the “everyday” lives of Adam and Eve, the apocrypha 
offer important insights into the domestic and agricultural lifestyles of those living 
during its production and circulation, and the symbolic significance of these tasks. 
Not all of the literature produced as part of this wide and varied group contains 
explicit references to clothwork, but it is possible to identify a clear strand of the 
corpus in which Adam and Eve are conceived of as working the land and the loom 
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(or distaff, to be more accurate) respectively, and this is the material with which we 
are concerned here. 
The connection between Eve and the sensory in such literature has not passed 
unnoticed by scholars. Michael E. Stone and John Flood have traced the 
significance of the ‘Adambook tradition’ for the history of literature surrounding 
Adam and Eve, 11 and my study is particularly indebted to Murdoch’s extensive work 
on the transmission and influence of the tradition in medieval Europe, particularly 
England. Murdoch traces the origins of the tradition in Jewish writing as far back as 
400 BC (The Apocryphal Adam and Eve 3), and notes its earliest extant appearance 
in the early Christian period in the Apostolic Constitutions, a fourth-century collection 
of ecclesiastical law detailing texts accepted and proscribed by the Church, in an 
entry titled ‘The Penitence of Adam’ (10). Murdoch emphasises the Latin Vita Adae 
et Evae, versions of which date to the eighth century, as the most important of these 
texts for Western vernacular literature (The Medieval Popular Bible 43), and, 
echoing J. H. Mozley, traces the development of an English tradition concerning the 
apocryphal narrative. Throughout his work Murdoch argues clearly and persuasively 
for the development of a “Medieval Genesis”, outlining the distinctive shape which 
the creation tale took in the Middle Ages, yet he importantly emphasises the 
polyphonic nature of the apocrypha. As he explains, “these texts were non‐
canonical, they were never officially standardized in any language or form in the way 
that the canonical books were fairly regularly examined with a view to establishing a 
standard text” (10). They were constantly subject to evolution and change; 
consequently, no single “English Life” exists, just as we have no authoritative “Latin 
Vita”. Moreover, there is, in fact, very little mention of fabric in the Latin Vita, and, 
                                                            
11 See Stone, A History of the Literature of Adam and Eve (1992), and Flood, 
Representations of Eve in Antiquity and the English Middle Ages (2011). 
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indeed, no explicit connection between textile production and Eve.12 What I would 
suggest, rather, is that the tradition of Eve as a spinner with her distaff developed as 
part, or even as a result, of the interest in the first couple’s practical lives after their 
expulsion from the Garden signalled and developed by the Vita, and was fluidly 
connected both to more strictly biblical iconography as well as apocryphal writing. 
One strand of the tradition prioritised a clear emphasis on fabric in its exploration of 
materiality, and it is this strand that this chapter aims to trace.  
Many of the Middle English narratives that are central to the development of 
this argument have been equally marginalised within the literary canon. While I do 
address well-known and much-discussed texts such as Piers Plowman and the 
Morte Darthur, it is with the intention of reframing them within this new context 
centred on Eve and materiality, alongside others which have enjoyed less academic 
attention and discussion, such as the Canticum de Creatione and N-Town Creation 
play, the Marian miracle tales of William of Malmesbury and Thomas Hoccleve, and 
the enigmatic Otia Imperialia. These narratives are generically and thematically 
diverse, but they are each touched and influenced by the Eve paradigm; they exist 
as part of a larger ideological continuum, connected symbolically in meaning. It is 
important to note that I do not attempt to claim that the authors of these narratives 
self-consciously positioned their works within this tradition; indeed, my aim is rather 
to trace the diffuse and complex development of shared ideas surrounding the 
iconography, as opposed to outlining a firm line of influence. In this way, this chapter 
introduces and exemplifies the approach that I follow throughout this thesis. These 
lesser-known texts are key to understanding the rich and complex tradition that 
connected women, sensory perception, and clothwork from the earliest days of 
                                                            
12 For an English translation of the Latin Vita Adae, see H. D. F. Sparks, ed., ‘The Life of 
Adam and Eve’, The Apocryphal Old Testament, 141-68 (1984). Cloth is only mentioned in 
relation to Adam’s burial (160), which we will discuss later in Chapter Two. 
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Christianity to the later Middle Ages, from Roman Italy and Africa to England, with 
Eve at its centre. 
 
The Genesis Story: Eve’s Transgression 
 
It seems appropriate to open this study with a chapter on Genesis, about the 
Christian story of the beginning, the creation of the world, but this chapter is placed 
first for reasons more significant than the purposes of storytelling and harmony, 
pleasing as they are. The association between the feminine and sensory 
interpretation which I locate in cloth, and trace through Eve, is foundational to our 
understanding of clothwork and its devotional function in the Middle Ages. The story 
of Genesis is one in which cloth and clothing play a pivotal role. The trajectory of the 
Fall is essentially of a movement from nakedness to covering, and that this 
movement was conceived of as a fall from a state of innocence and virtue to sin is 
an essential paradox for the understanding of cloth in the Christian culture of the 
Late Antique and medieval periods. Far from being a sign of Christian modesty, 
clothing and the impulse to clothe the body is understood within the Genesis 
framework as a marker of iniquity. The account of Eve’s temptation that we find in 
the Latin Vulgate Bible is ensconced in this paradox, but highlights an underlying 
association between sensory transgression and the assumption of clothing which 
clarifies the rationale behind this connection between cloth covering and mankind’s 
sin. Left to her own devices in the Garden, the biblical account explains: 
the woman [Eve] saw that the tree was good to eat, and fair to the eyes, and 
delightful to behold: and she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave to 
her husband who did eat. And the eyes of them both were opened: and 
when they perceived themselves to be naked, they sewed together fig 




Adam and Eve’s first act of clothing in this pivotal passage is described as a result of 
enlightened physical, sensory vision. Eve is drawn to the tree, which is “good to eat, 
and fair to the eyes, and delightful to behold”, a sensory feast, and the knowledge 
that the tree imparts is equally physical. The biblical scene is particularly concerned 
with physical sight; the tree is continually emphasised as a visual temptation, one 
that opens the couple’s eyes to the perceived sin of their nakedness, and this 
visuality is the direct cause of their creation of clothes. Touch is, nonetheless, 
implicit here, a key yet unmentioned element of their actions in sewing and wearing 
their fig leaf garments. The assumption of clothing, of the material, is thus framed as 
a consequence of mankind’s succumbing to the sensory. This connection, between 
Eve’s sensory transgression and clothing, was not unique to the Latin Vulgate,13 and 
did not pass unnoticed; it came to be central to theological writing surrounding the 
book from the times of the Church Fathers onwards. 
 
Eve and Sensory Perception in Early Christian Writing 
 
 The deeply powerful symbolic value of the Old Testament narrative inspired 
theologians to return to Genesis time and again as a foundational text in Christian 
scripture, and the Middle Ages thus inherited a rich tradition of exegetical writing 
about the Book. Such writing tended, unsurprisingly, to follow the biblical text in 
emphasising and condemning female culpability for the Fall, and this attitude 
irreversibly shaped the misogynistic conception of the feminine sensory faculties 
associated with Eve as dangerous. In his extensive and illuminating study of Eve’s 
                                                            
13 Eve’s Account of the Fall from the Greek Apocalypse of Moses highlights similar concerns. 
She explains the moment of her temptation in the following terms: “And that very moment my 
eyes were opened; and I knew immediately that I had been stripped of the righteousness I 
had been clothed with. […] And in my nakedness I began to look in my part of Paradise for 
leaves to hide my shame, but I could not find any; for, as soon as I had eaten, the leaves 
dropped off all the trees in my part of Paradise, except the fig-tree. So I took some leaves 
from it and made myself a girdle. And it was from that very same tree that I had eaten.” (164) 
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representation from antiquity to the Middle Ages, Flood traces her association with 
sense perception in biblical commentaries from Philo Judaeus’s first century 
exegesis to St. Augustine (7-27). His work clearly elucidates the conflation of the 
sensory and the feminine in these works, but they are worth reconsidering in order 
to uncover the primacy of textiles within this schema. Amongst others, the Church 
Fathers St. Ambrose and St. Augustine wrote both commentaries and exegetical 
tracts on the book which tapped into this understanding of Eve’s temptation as a 
form of sensory transgression, depicting the serpent’s seduction as a specifically 
physical, material appeal. These works were amongst the most influential on the 
subject, and were transported to England during the Anglo-Saxon period, cited by 
Bede as important sources for his exegesis in his eighth-century commentary On 
Genesis.14 Drawing out the clear references to sensory interpretation in the original 
Genesis narrative, they read in dialogue with one another, and establish a firm 
tradition associating the feminine with the sensual through cloth.  
The first extant theological work to tap into the Old Testament text’s concern 
with the sensory is, in fact, to be found in Jewish writing, in two works of Philo 
Judaeus, The Allegorical Interpretation of Genesis II, III, and On the Creation of the 
World. Writing at a time contemporaneous with Christ, Philo associated the serpent 
in the Garden with pleasure in these texts, aligning Eve with the senses and Adam 
with the mind. “Thus”, in the words of Flood, “the drama of Genesis 2 is re-enacted 
                                                            
14 Benedicta Ward and Brandon W. Hawk have highlighted the presence of the Genesis 
commentaries of Basil, Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine in the library at Bede’s monastic 
home, Jarrow (Ward 68-9; Hawk 210). Indeed, as Hawk explains, Bede in fact directly cites 
Basil, Ambrose, and Jerome in the preface to his own commentaries (210). George Hardin 
Brown and Hawk also highlight Bede’s stylistic debt to these writers (Hardin Brown 20-44; 
Hawk 208-9). Furthermore, as Flood explains, “The principal patristic sources dealing with 
Eve that were available in Anglo-Saxon England were the writings of Ambrose ( Hexameron 
and Paradise ), Jerome’s Book of Hebrew Names, and, pre-eminently, Augustine (City of 
God, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, On the Trinity, Confessions, and to a lesser extent the 




in terms of symbols, as the whore of pleasure tempts the mind through the pander of 
the senses” (18). However, Flood considers the works as “unifying sense and mind 
in the process” (18), as opposed to describing two separate and distinct faculties, an 
interpretation that overlooks the gendered implications of the theology Philo 
develops, and which Flood himself recognises.  
Indeed, a closer reading of the two texts reveals the extent to which Philo 
maintains a vehemently gendered separation between the mind and the senses. As 
Flood explains: 
his allegory founds a tradition of exegesis that established several parallels 
critical to the discourses surrounding gender difference. The male is 
identified with rationality, a higher faculty. Woman is sense perception — 
notoriously unreliable since Plato — and associated ultimately with the flesh 
and carnality. (18)  
 
Philo’s On the Creation of the World unpacked the Old Testament creation story in 
terms of this gendered binary, explaining that, “in us mind corresponds to man, the 
senses to woman; and pleasure encounters and holds parley with the senses first, 
and through them cheats with her quackeries the sovereign mind itself” (131). The 
senses and the mind are joined, but they do not become one uniform entity; 
sensation and pleasure may inform the mind, but they remain separate “parts”, so to 
speak, and this is key. It is as these different entities, different “parts” of an 
emphatically gendered binary, that the mind and the senses continued to be 
explored through the Genesis narrative, and this relationship is, as we shall see, 
consistently understood in terms of culpability.  
Yet Philo’s writings on Genesis go further than this in positing a rationale for 
the consideration of the senses as feminine; his work establishes an understanding 
of the senses as a specifically feminine form of interpretation. This framework is 
explained more fully in the Allegorical Interpretation, in which he speaks of Eve as 
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“the helper”, designating the sensations more specifically as “sense-perception”, 
explaining “the helper is intimately allied to the mind, as though a brother of one 
blood with it: for sense-perception and passions are part and offspring of one soul 
with it” (231).15 As “brother of one blood”, the mind and the senses are connected, 
but not unified. 
Key to this distinction is the theologian’s understanding of sensory 
perception as a distinctly inactive phenomenon. He goes on to delineate what he 
means by sense perception precisely, defining it as an unequivocally feminine 
faculty, and somewhat paradoxically emphasising its passivity as a form of 
interpretation: 
He [God] fulfilled perception that was only a state by leading it on to be an 
activity, and extending it till it reached the flesh and the whole surface of the 
body. And so he adds the words, ‘He built it to be a woman’ (Gen. ii. 22), 
proving by this that the most proper and exact name for sense-perception is 
“woman.” For just as the man shows himself in activity and the woman in 
passivity, so the province of the mind is activity, and that of the perceptive 
sense passivity, as in woman. Sight is in a passive relation to the objects of 
sight that set it moving, white, black, and the rest. Hearing, again, is affected 
by sounds, and the sense of smell by odours, that of touch by things rough 
and smooth; and the faculties of perception are all dormant, until there draws 
near to each of them from outside that which is to set it in motion. (249-251) 
 
Sensory perception is described as feminine in its very essence here, defined by the 
principles of passivity and inactivity, which Philo implicitly considers intrinsic to the 
female state. The female senses continually seduce and mislead the mind, and yet 
are somehow passive. They are “dormant”, sleeping, static; existing only to be 
drawn out, stimulated into action by the external material world. At the very root of 
the literary and theological tradition surrounding Genesis and specifically Eve, we 
                                                            
15 He further explains, “There are two species of this helper: the one has its sphere in the 
passions, the other in the sense-perception.” (231), designating the former as animal, and 
the latter as feminine. 
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thus see a problematic, and indeed misogynistic, conflation of sensory perception, 
understanding through the five physical senses, with women. Power, and even 
agency, within this framework, lies in the external, material world rather than the 
feminine facets of the senses. However, even from within this misogynistic 
framework, we can see the seeds of potential for the recuperation or repositioning of 
the feminine sensory capacity in Christian devotion; the possibility that through their 
capacity to interpret the senses might influence the mind for the good, that a gaze 
might pierce and a woman actively reach out to touch in devotion. If the material and 
physical could be considered as an expression of God’s divine plan, a theology in 
which bodily perception and sensual understanding are feminine attributes might 
eventually come to celebrate the feminine. 
However, Philo’s symbolic, Jewish interpretation of the Old Testament text 
strongly influenced the early Christian exegesis of the Church Fathers. It thus 
marked the beginnings of an anti-feminist tradition of thought surrounding women 
and the sensory in Genesis, and more broadly in Christian devotion. Ambrose 
(c.340–397), Bishop of Milan, promulgated a similar figurative interpretation of the 
narrative during the fourth century in his work On Paradise, explaining that: 
The serpent is a type of the pleasures of the body. The woman stands for 
our senses and the man, for our minds. Pleasure stirs the senses, which, in 
turn, have their effect on the mind. Pleasure, therefore, is the primary source 
of sin. For this reason, do not wonder at the fact that by God’s judgement the 
serpent was first condemned, then the woman, and finally the man. The 
order of condemnation, too, corresponded to that of the crimes committed, 
for pleasure usually captivates the senses and the senses, the mind. (351-2) 
 
Ambrose’s argument is based upon an understanding of the Genesis story which, 
like Philo’s, clearly aligned Eve with the sensory and physical, and Adam with the 
mental and cerebral. Eve is associated here with a form of sensory perception that 
makes her susceptible to the bodily, carnal pleasure signified by the serpent and, for 
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Ambrose as for Philo, the Genesis narrative highlights the dangerous ways in which 
this form of sensory perception can mislead the mind. Indeed, Ambrose places an 
even greater emphasis on the senses, and thus Eve’s, culpability in this extract, 
making explicit their ability to “captivate” and influence the mind. The position of 
pleasure within this schema, both in Philo’s and Ambrose’s work, is significant; the 
senses are stimulated by the external and material, which is defined as physically 
and sexually gratifying. The texts are in agreement, joined in perceiving the external 
world as bearing a great degree of power over the human. In each case, the senses 
are stripped of agency, stirred, set into action by the physical stimulation of the 
materially tangible physical world; the feminine sensory is, emphatically, stripped of 
will, unable to resist pleasure. 
 It is only with the fifth-century writings of Augustine of Hippo (354-430) that 
we begin to see a change in this tradition, a recognition that sensory interpretation 
might be used for the purposes of spiritual enlightenment. Augustine’s writings are 
vast and reveal a complex conception of the role of the material in Christian 
devotion. Few scholars have broached the subject, but in his work, somewhat 
tellingly titled Outward Signs: The Powerlessness of External Things in Augustine's 
Thought (2008), Phillip Cary has explored in depth the theologian’s belief in the 
(in)significance of the material in imparting grace. His analysis is grounded in 
Augustine’s Platonism, his belief in the ontological superiority of the soul over the 
physical world (1-3). His rich and insightful argument is not incumbent, however, 
upon the theology’s rejection of the material for devotion; rather, he emphasises its 
role as a signifier of a higher spiritual truth; as he explains, Augustine “teaches the 
West to think of both word and sacrament as outward signs that give indispensable 
but inadequate expression to something higher and more inward” (3). We shall 
return to consider Cary’s analysis more closely in Chapter Three, where we turn to 
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explore the sacramental significance of the Veronica as a textile relic, but his ideas 
provide a useful preface to our discussion of the sensory and material in Augustine’s 
analysis of Genesis here. What Cary so importantly highlights in his book is the role 
that the physical and material plays in pointing to higher spiritual truth in the Church 
Father’s writing, and this is precisely what we see in his exegesis on the creation 
story. Interpreted correctly, via the senses, external signs in Augustine can guide the 
soul to religious understanding and enlightenment. 
In his fifth-century work On the Trinity, Augustine expanded and elaborated 
upon the gendered sensory theology expounded by Philo Judaeus and Ambrose, 
most significantly explicitly connecting it to clothwork in his exegesis. In this work, 
Augustine is specifically concerned with debating the issue of whether woman was, 
like man, made in the image of God. He explores and expands his theology by 
entering into discourse with St. Paul’s famous dictum that women should always 
cover their heads as “the glory of man” (1 Corinthians 11:7-10).16 Key to his 
argument is his belief “that the Apostle Paul intended by this distinction between the 
male and the female sex to signify the mystery of a more hidden truth” (XII.vii.11, 
90); the gendered binary is, for Augustine, symbolic of a greater spiritual meaning, it 
encodes a higher “truth”. He questions and unpacks what he considers this meaning 
to be, explaining: 
In what sense, therefore, are we to understand the Apostle, that the man is 
the image of God, and consequently is forbidden to cover his head, but the 
woman is not, and on this account is commanded to do so? The solution lies, 
I think, in what I already said in discussing the nature of the human mind, 
namely, that the woman together with her husband is the image of God, so 
that the whole substance is one image. But when she is assigned as a 
helpmate, a function that pertains to her alone, then she is not the image of 
                                                            
16 In full, St. Paul’s dictum stated that, “The man indeed ought not to cover his head, 
because he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of the man. For the 
man is not of the woman, but the woman of the man. For the man was not created for the 
woman, but the woman for the man. Therefore ought the woman to have a power over her 
head, because of the angels.” (1 Corinthians 11:7-10) 
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God; but as far as the man is concerned, he is by himself alone the image of 
God, just as fully and completely as when he and the woman are joined 
together into one. (XII.vii.10, 89-90) 
 
Like Philo, Augustine describes women as somehow insufficient, specifically via 
their role as helpmate, firmly asserting that alone as an individual a woman cannot 
be made in the image of God. He offers a rationale for his theory, defining what 
precisely it means to be “made in the image of God”, explaining that: 
As we said of the nature of the human mind, if as a whole it contemplates the 
truth, it is the image of God; and when its functions are divided and 
something of it is diverted to the handling of temporal things, nevertheless 
that part which consults the truth is the image of God, but that other part, 
which is directed to the handling of inferior things, is not the image of God. 
And since the more it has extended itself towards that which is eternal, so 
much the more it is formed thereby to the image of God, and on that account 
it is not to be restrained so as to hold itself back and refrain from thence; 
therefore the man ought not to cover his head. (XII.vii.10, 90)  
 
When “directed to the handling of temporal things”, physical, earthly affairs 
significantly also designated as “inferior things”, for Augustine, the human mind is no 
longer in the image of God. Concerned with earthly, temporal affairs, the female 
mind thus cannot be made in the image of God, while the male mind, so much 
closer to the spiritual and eternal, does reflect God’s image. Thus far, at least, 
Augustine’s sensory theology follows the misogynistic bent of his predecessors. 
This passage is telling, and reveals an implicit understanding of the active 
woman, the woman as “helpmate” who partakes of and handles temporal matters, 
as a secular, rather than spiritual, being. Yet how does cloth enter into this 
equation? Why should women thus cover their heads, we must ask? Augustine uses 
this perceived dichotomy as a rationale for the veiling of women: 
because an all too great advance towards the inferior things is dangerous to 
that rational knowledge which is concerned with corporeal and temporal 
things, it ought to have a power over its head; this is indicated by the veil that 




In other words, woman’s role as helpmate, her association with the sensory and 
temporal, is dangerous, and must be controlled through a literal material sign. Cloth, 
for Augustine, thus operates as a marker of women’s association with the temporal, 
and by extension her distance from God as an unmarried individual all too capable 
of interpreting the external world independently from man. This is a key 
development in the shaping of the tradition which associated Eve with cloth and 
textile work. Augustine’s ideas here are indicative of the androcentric rationale which 
influenced and controlled the representation of the first woman and other clothed 
holy women in the literature I look to in this thesis. His theology established a 
connection between women and cloth which was patriarchally imposed and centred 
on control of “that rational knowledge which is concerned with corporeal and 
temporal things”; in other words, of sensory interpretation.  
However, despite his clear misogyny in seeking to control women’s capacity 
for interpretation through the senses, Augustine’s theology marks an important step 
forward in recognising the spiritual potential of the feminine sensory faculties. He 
elaborates upon and expands this sensory theology to consider the temporal 
comprehension associated with women as more than the mere sensory pleasure 
discussed by Philo and Ambrose. Crucially, he expands upon the concept to 
develop a more nuanced understanding of a sensory hermeneutic, more advanced 
than simple perception. He explains: 
I have thought that the sense of the body should not be taken for the woman, 
since we see that it is common to us and beasts, and have preferred to take 
something which the beasts do not have, and have believed that it is more 
appropriate for the serpent to be understood as the sense of the body, who, 
as we read, was more subtle than all the beasts of the earth [cf. Genesis 
3:1]. For among all those natural goods which, as we see, are common to us 
and irrational animals, the sense excels by a kind of living power, not that 
sense of which it is written in the Epistle to the Hebrews where we read: 
“solid food is for the perfect, who by customs have their senses exercised to 
the discerning of good and evil [cf. Hebrews 5:14]. For these are the senses 
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of the rational nature and pertain to the intelligence, but that is the five-fold 
sense of the body by which the corporeal species and movement are 
perceived, not only by us, but also by the beasts. (XII.xiii.29, 97) 
 
For Augustine, the temporal cognition of women extends beyond what he conceives 
of as mere sensory perception; women’s understanding is more than simply physical 
or bestial. It is, rather, related to intellect, a form of interpretation which, he explains, 
is essentially connected to knowledge. He explains this further, unpacking his theory 
by defining the distinction between wisdom and knowledge; “to wisdom belongs the 
intellectual cognition of eternal things, but to knowledge the reasonable cognition of 
temporal things, […] and no one doubts that the former is to be preferred to the 
latter” (XII.xv.25, 102). While wisdom is defined as the contemplation and 
comprehension of spiritual, divine truths, the more feminine domain of knowledge is 
understood as the interpretation of earthly existence.  
Augustine’s theology, it is clear, by no means celebrates this form of 
interpretation as equal to what he understands as inherently masculine wisdom, but 
his conception of the more earthly and sensual perceptive cognition exemplified by 
Eve is key in outlining a means by which the temporal may be used to work towards 
and achieve spiritual understanding. As he explains, “whatever we do in the use of 
temporal things under the guidance of reason, we do it with our gaze fixed on the 
eternal things which we are to obtain, passing quickly by the former, but clinging to 
the latter” (XII.xiii.21 98). Temporal goods, when interpreted through the reason and 
knowledge which is characterised as feminine, could offer a means of reaching 
spiritual enlightenment. Perhaps most importantly, in contrast to earlier theologians, 
Augustine’s theology understands the senses as specifically active. Throughout 
these passages he consistently describes the human cognition and perception of 
external stimuli as an action; he emphasises that we can use, or exert agency in 
choosing to engage with, physical objects and sensations. Sensory engagement 
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with the temporal and physical is, for Augustine, a choice through which we may 
seek a greater comprehension of the divine. 
While maintaining the traditional, androcentric superiority of the masculine in 
devotion, Augustine’s work thus begins to recognise the religious potential of the 
feminine. The sensory faculties that earlier theologians insisted led to Eve’s 
downfall, and understood as prey to the whims of physical pleasure and temptation, 
are in many ways redeemed by Augustine. Eve is not excused, but the sensory 
capacity that marks both her and the rest of womankind is recuperated. As José 
Filipe Silva writes, Augustine’s extremely influential theories inspired:  
a strong tradition in the Middle Ages according to which the mind/ soul was 
seen not as a passive recipient of sensory stimuli but as the agent of its own 
acts and the efficient cause of perception. This is the tradition of medieval 
Augustinian philosophical psychology. (79) 
 
As we shall see, the implication that earthly, material goods could be interpreted 
through reason as a means of comprehending spiritual realities became a key 
rationale underlying the use of material objects, and specifically textiles, in women’s 
devotional practices during the Middle Ages. Unfortunately, however, not all writing 
surrounding Eve, the feminine, and the sensory during these centuries explored 
these new ideas. There continued a strong, misogynistic tradition connecting the 
first mother to the sensory, most specifically through cloth. 
 
The Misogynistic Representation of Eve in Medieval England 
 
 The theology surrounding the Genesis narrative developed by the Church 
Fathers strongly influenced medieval English writing concerning the biblical creation 
story. Somewhat dispiritingly, however, far from expanding the devotional potential 
of women’s sensory capacity, which Augustine began to realise, early English and 
even Middle English material on the subject remains marked by the misogynistic 
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tendencies of the earlier Church Fathers. Cloth, in these works, often remains a sign 
of female transgression and necessary submission. We can see this influence borne 
out specifically in Bede’s Old Testament exegesis. Scholars such as George Hardin 
Brown, Benedicta Ward, and Brandon W. Hawk have attested to the Northumbrian 
monk’s debt to the early theology of Philo Judaeus and the Church Fathers as 
sources and inspiration;17 however, his attitude towards the sensory realm and 
material culture, and specifically his position within the Christian theological tradition 
surrounding these subjects, has yet to be fully explored. Indeed, Bede’s writing on 
Genesis places him firmly not only within a tradition of writing on the Old Testament 
narrative, but within this theological discourse surrounding sensory perception in 
particular. Alongside Bede’s work, we see similar misogynistic ideologies upheld in 
later and more generically diverse Middle English material such as the Canticum de 
Creatione (c.1375), a poetic narrative more clearly inspired by the apocryphal 
Adambook tradition’, and Gervase of Tilbury’s Otia Imperialia (c.1210-14), in which 
silk production is considered from within the ideological framework of Genesis. 
These narratives point towards the existence of a prevalent tradition in medieval 
England in which the alignment of the feminine with clothwork as a sensory 
phenomenon was at once derisive and potentially dangerously subversive. 
In his commentary On Genesis, Bede sets the tone for this anti-feminist 
tradition, tapping into the concerns surrounding the sensory, the physically material, 
and the very literal fabric, which we saw recurring in the early Christian 
commentaries. In this work, he specifically elaborated upon the conception of veiling 
unpacked by Augustine, more closely connecting it to the movement from naked 
innocence to covered sin which, as we have seen, sits at the crux of the creation 
tale. As he explains: 
                                                            
17 See Footnote 14, p.44. 
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Before this [the Fall] happened, they were naked, as it is said, and they were 
not embarrassed. There was no motion in the body for which modesty was 
owed; they did not think anything needed to be veiled, because they had 
perceived nothing that ought to be restrained. [italics not mine] (125) 
 
Bede connects the need for covering to the first couple’s awakening to corporeal, 
and indeed carnal, needs, exclaiming, “And rightly, for why should there have been 
shame where they had felt no law ‘in their members fighting against the law of their 
mind’?” (124-5) Physicality, or sensory interpretation is thus understood as implicitly 
sexual. Significantly, veiling here is synonymous with restraining; the covering of the 
body considered as a means of controlling the body. This distinction is one that we 
saw at work in Augustine’s writing on veiling, and which, as will be more fully 
explored in Chapter Four, continues to pervade religious, and indeed secular, writing 
on clothing and textiles in the Middle Ages. 
The terminology that Bede uses in unpacking this passage is key. He goes 
on to posit the fallen human body as “a body of death in which ‘the law in the 
members fought against the law of the mind’” (129), positioning the corporeal and 
cerebral in explicit opposition. In becoming aware of their corporeal physicality, their 
sensuality, for Bede, Adam and Eve fell to a state of materiality aligned with death. 
He continues to comment on lines “[3:7b/c] And when they perceived themselves to 
be naked, they sewed together fig leaves and made themselves aprons” (128), 
explaining more fully what he means by this “death”: 
that shameful motion came from the transgression of the command. For it 
felt this there, where before it was clothed in grace, since in its nudity it 
experienced nothing unseemly … And then in that confusion they ran 
together to the leaves of the fig-tree, which perhaps in their confusion they 
came upon first. They sewed ‘perizomata’, that is, aprons, and because they 
forsook what ought to be glorified, they covered their genitals. Nor do I think 
that they supposed that there was something in those leaves that made it 
suitable for their now wanton members to be covered with the like; but with 
an obscure urge they were compelled to it by that confusion, so that even so 
important a sign of their punishment would be made by them in ignorance, 
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which having been made would convict the sinner and having been written 
would teach the reader. [italics not mine] (128)  
 
The creation of clothing is framed as a shameful reaction to their transgression; no 
longer “clothed in grace”, Adam and Eve are literally clothed in garments of death, of 
mortality, as the Old English theologian sets up an opposition between the spiritual 
and literal understandings of the term. We will return to this concept in Chapter Four, 
but of key significance here is the fact that this opposition is predicated upon the 
notion that physical clothing, the temporal and materially tangible side of the binary, 
is inferior. It is, even, a physical sign of the sinful, and fragile mortal state of 
humanity. 
Interestingly, and somewhat unusually, it is Adam who is described as 
performing the act of clothing, and blamed for mankind’s sensual transgression, in 
Bede’s commentary. He unpacks the import of the sin, explaining: 
What is more serious, therefore, is that Adam girded himself with this 
interpretation there in that very place where he ought to have girded himself 
rather with certain fruit of chastity; for in the loins with which we are girded 
certain seeds of generation are said to be, and therefore Adam wickedly 
girded himself there with useless leaves, where it would signify that it was 
not going to be the fruit of future generations, but certain sins. (129)  
 
It is Adam who “wickedly” covers and clothes himself, who produces the seed of 
generations, rather than Eve, the woman traditionally understood as the initiator and 
perpetuator of mankind’s fallen state. Indeed, he not only clothes himself, but 
significantly “girded himself with this interpretation”, apparelling his body with a form 
of perception. The act of clothing is thus used as a metaphor for, or an expression 
of, perception. Yet cloth’s capacity for representing intellectual endeavour and 
interpretation is here aligned with the rational man, rather than the sensual woman. 
Far from exonerating Eve, by thus emphasising Adam’s transgression Bede’s 
commentary denies that such interpretive powers might be performed by a woman. 
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The misogynistic subtext outlined earlier in the chapter is only bolstered as his 
theology offers a condemnation of the material, specifically the textile objects so 
closely associated with women, rather than the tentative celebration that we began 
to see in the Augustinian theology which he drew upon.   
 Bede’s writing on Genesis thus follows exegetical tradition in upholding the 
arguments surrounding the sensory and dangerous pleasure that we saw in the 
earlier works, and the understanding of clothing as an act of control expounded by 
Augustine. Key to the misogynistic theology of Bede’s text, however, and therefore 
at the outset of English writing on the subject of the sensory in Genesis, is the 
absence of the devotional potential of the material and sensory that we saw 
developing in Augustine. This omission by silence marks Bede’s failure to pick up on 
the more progressive potential offered in the devotional ideology expounded by 
Augustine. His work instead quietly repositions the feminine senses outwith the 
realm of spiritual thought and interpretation. 
The Middle English Canticum de Creatione (c.1375), a rhymed poetic 
version of the apocryphal Vita Adae, again replicates this misogynistic 
understanding of cloth’s function and the sensory. The poem offers a telling, and 
more explicitly similar, expansion of the connection between women and veiling 
outlined by Augustine. In this account of the creation story, after failing to complete 
her penance and upon finding out that she is bearing her first child, Cain, Eve 
covers her face. We are told: 
for hy ne dorste his face yse,  
A whyt veyl þo tok she,  
And heng aforn hire eye.  
þis was þe skele wiþoute dred,  
þat wymen keuercheres on here hed  




In this version of the tale, women are understood as covering their heads as a mark 
of shame, to avoid the gaze of the morally superior men whom they condemned 
through their transgression. The passage, like Augustine’s work, thus echoes of 
Paul’s dicta surrounding female veiling (1 Corinthians 11:7-10). It is worth noting that 
the veil is designed to “heng aforn hire eye”; its purpose is to cover the eyes of the 
women, the sensory organs through which the tree first tempted Eve in the biblical 
text. The narrative thus encodes androcentric concerns surrounding women and 
their agency; the veil performs as both the imposer and marker of female 
submission and inferiority, and a sign of the dangers of women’s sensory perceptive 
faculties. Associated with women and the materiality implied by their sensory 
transgression, cloth specifically performs as a tool for men here, as a means of 
exerting patriarchal control. Clothing is understood, as in Bede’s commentary, as an 
act of control. 
 The theological understanding of the Fall promulgated by such narratives, 
their assignation of guilt to Eve and signification of this culpability through cloth, was 
part of a wider phenomenon. Time and again, we find iconography and texts 
inspired by the biblical story and apocrypha which depict her as the continued 
perpetrator and cause of the Fall, while simultaneously designating her specifically 
as a clothworker. This iconography influenced the English as well as the Continental 
traditions surrounding the narrative, and we can find English iconographical 
examples reinforcing the gendered binary between clothwork and agricultural work 
that we saw visually represented on the sarcophagus of Junius Brutus. A case in 
point is the following illumination from the famous Queen Mary Psalter, dated 




Figure 2. Royal 2 B VII, the Queen Mary Psalter, ‘Adam and Eve’, f.4v. c.1310-20. 
British Library Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts, 
www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=52115. 
 
The sparsity of their surroundings highlights the first couple’s fallen state in the 
image, while the trees in the background act as tacit reminders of the transgression 
that led to their current circumstances. Eve’s distaff very clearly points towards her 
womb, acting as a phallic symbol, and making an implicit connection between her 
clothwork and reproduction. Elsewhere in the iconography, we find an even more 
explicit link between Eve’s temptation, the first couple’s assumption of bodily 
coverings, and the perpetuation of this state as Eve continued to both reproduce 
and make clothes. In some instances, she is depicted with a child on her lap while 
she spins. The following drawing from a fifteenth-century version of the Speculum 
Humanae Salvationis (Mirror of Human Salvation) is a clear example of this type of 




Figure 3. Sloane 3451, Speculum Humanae Salvationis, ‘Adam and Eve’, f.12. 





The manuscript drawing depicts Eve nursing a child and spinning, while Adam 
ploughs the land; it thus reinforces the traditional subsistence/clothwork dichotomy, 
but connects Eve’s work even more specifically to childbirth. The implication of the 
image is that, as Eve continues to weave the mortal coil of humanity, she continues 
to bear and nourish children. Just as she is responsible for the transgression that led 
to mankind’s assumption of clothing, the iconography implicitly suggests, Eve’s sin 
is responsible for mankind’s continued mortality. Our mortal skins are symbolised 
through cloth.18 
 The repeated representation of Eve’s guilt reinforced by such images and 
narratives, and its consistent connection to spinning, established a paradigm within 
                                                            
18 A similar image of Eve nursing and spinning can be found in the so-called Picardy Picture 
Bible, c.1350 (see Cigman 18-25). 
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which the feminine transgression of sensory interpretation was particularly attached 
to, signified, and encompassed by clothwork. The framework of this paradigm is 
essentially patriarchal. The model is a manifestation of masculine suspicion and fear 
of the feminine, and we can trace the ways in which Eve as an archetypal spinner, 
specifically in opposition and contrast to images of Adam farming, influenced anti-
feminist attitudes towards the women and clothwork more broadly in medieval 
culture. A case in point, where we can see the various strands of this tradition at 
work, is Gervase of Tilbury’s Otia Imperialia. 
 
Wormy Women Weavers in the Otia Imperialia 
 
 Written in the early thirteenth century, the Otia Imperialia is an encyclopaedic 
compendium of marvels. It is comprised of three books and, despite the fact that it 
was written for the Holy Roman Emperor Otto IV (1209-1215), Book 3 details a 
diverse selection of specifically English folklore and natural phenomena, which 
Gervase terms “miracles”. Number 56 of these phenomena details the gestation of 
the silkworm, and the production of silk. Far from offering an accurate delineation of 
the processes and phases involved in sericulture, the passage co-opts both the 
animal and its textile product in order to explore the cultural and gendered values 
surrounding clothwork. Dorothy Yamamoto has written that, “The animal world, 
indeed, is never simply ‘there’, unaffected by our own cultural enterprises. We are 
continually remaking it in our own image, and using it as a resource to speak about 
the things that matter to us.” (13) This unusual and intriguing extract from the Otia 
exemplifies this mentality, it locates in the “natural” world a mirror of human 
concerns surrounding female transgression and, more specifically, clothwork. 
Replicating the Eve paradigm, the fascinating tale of the silkworm goes as far as to 
make clear biblical allusions to the Genesis narrative and apocrypha, impugning and 
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vilifying the female practice of clothwork as a dangerous manipulation of the 
“natural” world.  
 Before we turn to consider Gervase’s narrative in closer detail, it is worth 
dwelling on the attitudes towards the natural world intrinsic to the apocryphal 
Genesis iconography. The archetypal images and descriptions of Adam as farmer 
and Eve as clothworker force their audience to consider the key differences between 
agricultural work and spinning, to think about how these differences are both 
gendered and bound up in Western cultural conceptions and definitions of the 
“natural”. Within ecocritical thought, the word “natural” is laden with various 
meanings and connotations. As an adjective, it can be applied to both human 
behaviours and the organic world around us; yet, as Rebecca M. Douglass explains 
in her very useful study of ecocriticism as it applies to Middle English literature, we 
tend to “see the ‘natural’ as something untouched by the human” (145). Adam’s 
work is clearly aligned with, or even immersed in, the “natural” world, as we would 
tend to term it, the domain that Western culture conceives of as the rural world of 
vegetation and animal life. Eve’s spinning is, in contrast, quite literally manufactured: 
she works with her hands to produce a new product, a manifestation of the human 
manipulation and transformation of organic resources. The flax or wool that she 
spins, although likely derived from an organic source, is in a sense no longer the 
pure harvest of the non-human “natural” world as we imagine it once it has been 
thus worked and spun. The clear depictions of this contrast in the iconography and 
literature surrounding Genesis point towards an androcentric vision of the “natural” 
world and women’s agency within it: while men work with the pure resources of 
nature, female agency, and clothwork itself, are thus understood as reshaping and 
refashioning the natural realm. 
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 The parallels between Gervase’s account of silk production and Genesis are 
so potent precisely because the passage is centred on the “natural” world. Indeed, 
the short narrative describes what can only be described as the essentially feminine 
manipulation of nature through cloth production. The passage details the 
“miraculous”, in this instance meaning marvellous, life-span of the silkworm, in order 
to explore the cultural and gendered values of cloth production. The animal’s 
lifespan is described as follows: 
At the beginning of its life-cycle it resembles a tiny mustard-seed. When the 
time comes, the seed is placed in little clothes, wrapped up, and kept in the 
bosom of ladies and girls; the beneficial effect of the warmth brings it to life, 
and it is then laid on the leaves of a mulberry tree. And so, with the 
remarkable swiftness that is characteristic of it, it devours the leaves; the 
little grubs, spread out over a board, soon grow on the nourishment of those 
mulberry leaves to the size of fat worms. Why draw out my account? When 
the time comes for them to do their work, they entirely stop eating, and 
produce silk from themselves to form a silken cocoon; after spending a little 
time inside it, they break out of the cocoon which they made, winged like 
butterflies and now ready to enjoy the freedom of the air. But while they are 
preparing to fly off, the males are seized in an embrace by the females and 
copulate with them, living with their hindparts joined together in the heat of 
their desire, without any food, all the time until they expire; and so the female 
deposits the seed as she dies. The carcasses of the parents are then swept 
away, and the seeds of new life are gathered up and stored in boxes; in the 
spring they are brought to life in the manner which we described above. 
(663) 
 
It is very important to note here that this is not how silk is made, or how silkworms 
die. In fact, there is no such thing as a silkworm; rather, these creatures should be 
understood and titled as silkmoths (Shekar and Hardingham 1). Factual accuracy, 
however, was often not the primary concern in medieval writing surrounding 
animals. As Joyce Salisbury explains, animals became vessels for the literary 
exploration of essentially human subjects: 
By the twelfth and thirteenth centuries […] different sorts of animals also 
appeared in the literary sources. These were animals of the imagination, 
fable animals, fantastic animals. The appearance of these animals marked a 
growing emphasis on a new relationship with animals. Animals become 
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important as metaphors, as guides to metaphysical truths, as human 
exemplars. (The Beast Within 81) 
 
The universal human tendency outlined by Yamamoto was as present in the Middle 
Ages, and specifically in the historical moment of the Otia’s thirteenth-century 
production, as it is now, and we have the coinciding growth of the bestiary as a 
genre, as well as a wealth of manuscript illuminations, romances, hagiographies to 
name but a few examples, which pay testament to this fact. Gervase’s miracle is 
firmly couched in this tradition, and explores a set of ideas which might more 
accurately be termed as human than animal.  
Yet, while accuracy is not paramount to Gervase’s account, the specific 
ways in which it deviates from reality are revealing. In their helpful guide, aptly titled 
Sericulture and Silk Production: A Handbook (1995), Prabha Shekar and Martin 
Hardingham describe the production of silk, a process that has been used for 
millennia, and the life-cycle of the silkmoth, as follows: 
Once mulberry bush plantations have been established, the sericulture chain 
begins with the selection of healthy moths for breeding. These moths 
produce eggs which are distributed to farmers, who hatch the silkworms and 
feed them continuously until they are ready to produce their cocoons. The 
cocoons are supplied to reelers, where they may be hand reeled on 
traditional machines or reeled on modern, automatic machines. (1) 
 
So far, Shekar and Hardinham’s outline would appear to adhere to the thirteenth-
century version of the event. However, they go on to explain: 
The female is fat and docile, unlike its mate which is active. It is the male 
which goes in pursuit of the female, attracted by her scent produced by her 
pheromones. After several hours of mating, the female starts laying eggs, 
which are normally 350 to 600 in number. The male and the female moths 
only live for two or three days. (1-3) 
 
As the astute reader may have noticed, there is no mention here of the double-
suicide trope outlined in Gervase’s work. The female is not the initiator of the mating 
activity; silkmoths die naturally a few days after mating, and they do not deposit their 
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eggs in the violent death-grip described in the twelfth-century account. Why then, we 
must ask, did Gervase choose to understand the silkworm’s life-cycle through this 
macabre, and undeniably misogynistic framework? The ideology behind the 
account, I suggest, is centred on the Christian conceptions of women’s role in the 
natural world promulgated in the writing and iconography surrounding Genesis, and 
specifically Eve’s depiction as a clothworker. 
Gervase’s silkworm is obviously a product of the natural world — it belongs 
to the animal kingdom rather than mankind — but in this extract we see the human 
acts of Genesis, in a sense, re-enacted in the animal world. Firstly, women are key 
to the narrative’s description of silk’s natural process of reproduction. Maternity and 
cloth production are aligned as the eggs are “placed in little clothes, wrapped up, 
and kept in the bosom of ladies and girls”; they are, in a sense, swaddled, like young 
children, recalling the Speculum Humanae Salvationis’ image of Eve nursing 
children as she spins (see Figure 3). The concept of swaddling is a complex one. 
Intrinsically connected to Eve as the first mother and clothworker, it could also 
become a means by which holy women could practice their devotion with agency, as 
we shall explore more fully in Chapter Two. In terms of the representation of the 
silkworm here, however, this feminine nurturing and agency is distinctly tainted with 
a dangerous potential. The eggs hatch to produce a matriarchal ecosystem in which 
female power, as in narratives surrounding the Fall, is ultimately destructive to male 
existence. As Genesis frames Eve as primarily responsible for both the original 
transgression and mankind’s continued reproduction, the female silkworm’s sexual 
rapacity, her lust in seizing the male, while key to the production of eggs, is fatal for 
both herself and the male silkworm. Silk is thus conceived of as the product of 
dangerous female sexuality. Furthermore, it is important to note, we cannot ignore 
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the sexual allusions made by the specific placement of the eggs in the bosoms of 
women, as they are themselves implicated in the perpetuation of this process. 
It is worth dwelling on this depiction of the female worm’s sexuality; we can 
again find the origins of such dangerous “wormy” women in Genesis. As evident 
from the early material already explored in this chapter, Eve’s transgression has 
often been understood as a carnal sin, a sexual awakening, and it is no coincidence 
that we find the serpent often depicted with a female face in Continental and English 
images depicting her temptation. The following three images from the Queen Mary 
Psalter, Le Miroir de Humaine Salvation (a French version of the Speculum 
Humanae Salvationis) c.1455, and a fifteenth-century Book of Hours from Ghent, 
again, provide several interesting examples (see Figures 4-6):  
 
Figure 4. Royal 2 B VII, the Queen Mary Psalter, ‘Adam and Eve’. f.3v.. c.1310-20. 








Figure 5. Le Miroir de Humaine Salvation, ‘Satan Deceives Eve by Means of the 







Figure 6. Beineke MS 287, Book of Hours, ‘Adam and Eve tempted by the serpent’, 
fol.46r. Beineke Digital Collections, brbl-
media.library.yale.edu/images/1025557_quarter.jpg. 
 
John K. Bonnel has significantly traced the proliferation of such iconography back as 
far as the thirteenth century (256), the very century in which the Otia was produced. 
These ideas, then, associating women with the bestial and carnal, and with the 
material, existed as a continuum, as it were, alongside one another. Gervase’s 
account is steeped within these misogynistic ideologies; his women — both human 
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and animal — are, like Eve and the serpent, sensual, transgressive, and ultimately 
dangerous clothworkers. 
 The unusual account of silk production buried in the compendium of 
Gervase’s Otia bears testament to the broader cultural significance of the model of 
transgressive feminine materiality, sensuality, and, indeed, sexuality upheld by 
representations of Eve. Fatal for the men of their species, Gervase’s worms are key 
to the creation of a textile signifier of female licentiousness and rapacity. They 
produce silk in acts of sexual appetite which parallel Eve’s transgression and fate as 
a clothworker and mother. Obliquely referencing and replicating the stigmas 
promulgated by the binary between male agricultural and female textile work integral 
to the apocryphal tradition surrounding Genesis, the passage indicates the extent to 
which these ideologies were more widely integrated into the cultural psyche of the 
Middle Ages, and broadly connected to clothwork itself. However, while this 
misogynistic tradition of thought prevailed in the subsequent centuries, from and 
even before the time of the Otia’s production we begin to see a shift in attitudes, a 
re-evaluation of the material in devotion which brought the spiritual potential of the 
sensory perception outlined by Augustine into fruition, redeeming the very 
interpretive capacity for which Eve and womankind were condemned. 
 
Ameliorating the Sensory in Devotion 
 
The fifteenth-century N-Town plays, a compilation of mystery plays from 
Eastern England, contains within it a short drama on ‘The Creation of the World; Fall 
of Man’, a work that draws from the apocryphal tradition surrounding the first couple, 
yet crystallises this shift in attitudes towards the material and sensory. Indeed, while 
it is impossible to regard the N-Town Creation play as exonerating Eve, it 
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nonetheless transforms this tradition in recognising the spiritual interpretive potential 
of Eve’s sensory perception. Not unusually, the play, from the least famed of the 
four extant mystery cycles, shows Adam and Eve bemoaning their expulsion from 
the Garden of Eden; however, in this version it is Adam who cries out at their need 
for clothing after eating of the forbidden fruit. He exclaims: 
Alas! Alas, for this fals dede! 
My flesly frend, my fo I fynde. 
Schameful synne doth us unhede: 
I se us nakyd before and behynde — 
Oure Lordys wurd wold we not drede. 
Therfore, we be now caytyvys unkynde! 
Oure pore prevytes for to hede — 
Summe fygge levys fayn wolde I fynde, 
For to hyde oure schame. 
Womman, ley this leff on thi pryvyté! 
And with this leff I shal hyde me. 
Gret schame it is, us nakyd to se 
Oure Lord God thus to grame! (165-77) 
 
Adam’s eyes are opened. Again, we find visual perception at the centre of the tale 
as the emphasis is now that he “se” himself and his wife in their state of undress. As 
in Bede’s commentary, it is he who recognises their shame and looks to the trees 
around him for leaves to cover the pair; however, this does not signal his possession 
of any superior spiritual understanding. It is Eve who shows a greater awareness of 
the results of their transgression, explaining, “Oure flescly eyn byn al unlokyn, / 
Nakyd for synne, ouresylf we se.” (182-3) The terminology here is key; Eve refers to 
their “fleschly eyn”, their earthly perception, as an alternate form of perception to 
that spiritual sight, or indeed insight, which they had presumably previously enjoyed 
in the Garden. She recognises their fall to a mortal, physical state of being, and 
outlines and seals their fates in then stating, “Ye must delve, and I shal spynne / In 
care to ledyn oure lyff”. (333-34) That no explanation is necessary for this allocation 
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of their duties and tasks is telling, indicating a ubiquitous understanding of the 
iconography and its implications in England at this point.  
However, Eve’s degree of understanding, her interpretation and eloquent 
explanation of the change which occurred with their consumption of the forbidden 
fruit, is more unusual. It is indicative of the feminine understanding of the sensory, 
and of the ways in which this alignment could privilege feminine interpretation of the 
sacred. Adam merely sees; his comprehension does not extend beyond the 
physical. Eve, however, perceives the physical change, and interprets in it an 
alteration to their spiritual state; for her physical signs are a means by which to 
understand the sacred. While the text ultimately blames Eve for their fall, encoded 
within its representation of cloth and of sensory interpretation we see the hints at 
material devotion mentioned in Augustine come to fruition. We see the sinful, 
clothworking woman using the very sensory perception that brought about her 
downfall to interpret the divine. 
What brought about the shift in attitudes encoded within this short scene in 
the N-Town creation play? As we have seen, early church theologians connected 
the sensual and sensory perception negatively to Eve, indicating an understanding 
of such physical interpretation as inherently transgressive. St. Anselm (1-34-1109) 
summarised the attitude of the early Church in his Memorials, declaring that “delight 
coming from the senses is rarely good: more often it is truly bad” (qtd. in Woolgar 
16). Yet, in the twelfth century, we begin to see a change with the rise of a more 
positive understanding of the potential of the senses in Christian devotion. The great 
Cistercian theologian Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) summarised this new 
attitude towards the sensory in his Commentary on the Song of Songs, when he 
interpreted the mystical text as advising: “You will touch with the hand of faith, the 
finger of desire, the embrace of devotion; you will touch with the eye of the mind.” 
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(qtd. in McGinn 192) The sensory, touch and sight in particular, came to offer a 
means by which to enact faith; the body itself became understood as a vessel for 
true belief. 
Scholarly discussion of these changing attitudes towards the sensual and 
material in Christian devotion is rich, and we have several excellent studies by 
Suzannah Biernoff, Chris M. Woolgar, Bernard McGinn, and Richard G. Newhauser, 
for example.19 Woolgar summarises the dichotomy clearly in explaining that: 
Once the senses were acquired, theology offered man a choice between the 
temptations of the flesh through the senses, leading to perdition, and their 
proper use in devotion to God, or at least in a morally acceptable way, 
leading to salvation. (The Senses in Late Medieval England 16)  
 
Theological writing came to recognise that the senses could either tempt the 
Christian soul into physical sin, or guide towards spiritual enlightenment and the 
divine. With this shift towards the ameliorative potential of the senses, we see the 
seeds of sensory interpretation growing; we see the recognition that the senses 
could encompass more than simply the bestial which we found in Augustine and the 
N-Town Creation play borne into fruition. Women, with their sensory interpretation, 
could become devotional exemplars; as clothworkers, they illustrated the spiritual 
potential of “feeling like a woman.” (McNamer 119) 
Important theological interpretations of touch from this period often placed 
cloth at their centre. In his Liber de natura rerum (c.1225-1241), for example, 
Thomas of Cantimpré identified the spider as the animal most appropriate to 
represent touch, since “a spider feels with more alacrity” (qtd. in Newhauser 11). 
The spider’s symbolic significance as a clothworker is ubiquitous, and Thomas’ work 
                                                            
19 See Biernoff, Sight and Embodiment in the Middle Ages (2002); Woolgar, The Senses in 
Late Medieval England (2006) and ‘The Social Life of the Senses: Experiencing the Self, 
Others, and Environments’ (23-44), in Newhauser’s edited collection A Cultural History of the 
Senses in the Middle Ages (2014); and McGinn ‘Late Medieval Mystics’ (190-209) in The 
Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity (2012). 
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marks the particular resonance of the association in the Middle Ages, and 
specifically within a Christian context. As Woolgar explains in his extensive study of 
the senses in medieval England, we begin to see images based on Thomas’ work 
from around 1240 in England, and amongst the most famous of these is the wall 
painting of ‘the wheel of the five senses’ in Longthorpe House, near Peterborough 
(The Senses in Late Medieval England 25). The paintings are dated around 1320-
40, and depict touch on the highest spoke of the wheel: 
 




As Woolgar notes, the significance of touch’s position here, at the highest spoke, 
may indicate its consideration as the highest, the most elevated of the five senses 
(26). He outlines the metaphor more extensively, explaining how: 
Touch had a pivotal role in many analyses of the senses. A common 
metaphor centred on the spider. In the middle of its web, feeling all 
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movement both within and without the web, it was likened to the soul – in the 
middle of the heart, feeling all, without spreading itself, but giving life to the 
whole body, controlling the movement of all the limbs. If not touch itself, it 
was something akin to it that imprinted the messages of the external senses 
on the internal ones and within the brain. (29) 
 
Within this schema, touch lies at the centre of the senses. Touch was, in this sense, 
an analogy for the operation of all five of the sensory faculties, an important means 
of interpreting mankind’s engagement with the external world. It operated as a 
significant means of understanding the ways in which the material world impacted 
and conveyed meaning to the interior self. Such sensory interpretation, placed at the 
top of the wheel, was thus elevated, and inextricably understood through the 
analogy of clothwork and spinning symbolised by the spider. By weaving its web, the 
spider feels “all movement both within and without”; it connects with, contributes to, 
and interprets the external world. 
 
Beyond Eve: Holy Women and Clothwork 
 
 The Christ-like figure at the centre of the wheel in the painting from 
Longthorpe House looks to touch as the first of the senses. No longer associated 
exclusively with the Fall, the sensory realm and clothwork — as represented by the 
spider in its web — are indicative of a culture in which touch operates as an 
important form of interpretation, and we can see further evidence of this re-
evaluation of the sensory in literature from the period. Holy clothworking women 
recur in well-known religious texts from the later Middle Ages, such as Piers 
Plowman, but they can also be found in some of the lesser-known Marian legends 
which proliferated during this period. In each of these narratives we find the decision 
to indicate the proper use of clothwork in worship, the use of textiles to elevate 
sensory, haptic devotion, an elevation that simultaneously celebrates and prioritises 
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the feminine autonomy which was so marginalised by the patriarchal medieval 
church. What we see, then, in these examples is the presence of these essentially 
subversive acts: the re-writing of Eve’s transgressive sensory perception and 
materiality in a set of religious practices which brought the individual closer to God 
without the need of the male mediation of a priest. Indeed, as Beatrice Caseau 
explains in her study of the senses in medieval thought: “While seeing and hearing 
ranked higher than smelling, tasting, and touching, in Christian religious practices 
the latter two senses enabled an active participation of both laypeople and clerics.” 
(91) Throughout these texts, the haptic element of clothwork in particular provides 
women with ample opportunity for independent, and potentially subversive, 
connection to the divine. 
 We can trace the shifting attitude towards the material and the sensory 
through such stories. As Biernoff explains;  
The shift in religious experience away from the word — or its pictorial 
equivalent — as a signifier of transcendent truth, towards an embodied, 
visual or visionary encounter with the divine can be tracked through saints’ 
lives or vitae, as well as through accounts of miracle-working images. (136)  
 
The miracle stories surrounding the Virgin Mary, as popular and widespread 
narratives, offer excellent evidence of this change. In his Miracles of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary, for example, William of Malmesbury (1080-1143) tells a legend 
concerning the Bishop of Lescar, who was left to guard the stronghold of the king 
when it was taken by “infidels”. Having tried to escape in pilgrims’ garb, the bishop is 
captured by the “heathens”, and the following fascinating passage details his 
incarceration: 
The Lord’s priest was shut up in a stinking dungeon deep underground. The 
hands that had been accustomed to administer the Lord’s sacraments were 
shamefully put to women’s work. The chaste hand of the bishop, that had so 
often consecrated the holy chalice of the New Testament and divided the 
body and blood of our Redeemer among a purchased people, had every day 
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to hold a woman’s spindle in his dark prison, while a pagan hag 
systematically took in the thread from the common-or-garden silk. He had so 
worn away both hands between thumb and index finger that there was no 
flesh left, right through to the bone, that had not been ruined by labouring at 
the task. (46) 
 
The passage reads as a diatribe against the “women’s work” of spinning, but it is 
worth paying closer and more specific attention to the ways in which this work is 
described. “The chaste hand of the bishop”, the narrator states, is unsuitable for 
such work, implying its particular un-chasteness. Specifically, this is in contrast to 
the traditional work of his emphatically male hands in the blessing of the holy 
sacrament. Forced to work with the purely material “common-or-garden silk”, as 
opposed to handling the body and blood of Christ, spiritual objects, his role is 
denigrated. The work wears away at his body, stripping the flesh from his hands, 
enacting a bloody corporeal harm. The passage is intrinsically bound up in the 
misogynistic ideologies underpinning the description of Eve’s temptation and her 
sensuality, her affiliation with cloth, which, as this chapter earlier demonstrated, are 
so prevalent in the earlier literature on the topic. Significantly, the priest is only 
saved from his imprisonment after a vision of the Virgin Mary appears to him, and 
instructs him that he is not praying enough to be freed. Once his prayers are 
sufficient, he is redeemed, and, we are told, “the blessed Mother of God brought him 
back to his old liberty and freedom of action” (48). Liberty and freedom are here 
associated with the male work of preaching, as the passage reveals an underlying 
understanding of women’s clothwork as lacking this very autonomy. Taken as a 
whole, the story offers an inherently misogynistic view of women’s clothwork. 
 Later miracles, meanwhile, offer a very different conception of clothwork 
within devotion. For example, the miracle of “The Monk and Our Lady’s Sleeves”, 
recorded by Thomas Hoccleve in HM 744, Huntington Library, offers a directly 
opposing description. The early fifteenth-century manuscript belongs to a genre of 
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miracles identified by Rudy as the “Mantle of Our Lady” (28) miracles. It tells of a 
monk to whom the Virgin Mary appears in a garment without sleeves. She explains: 
this clothynge  
Thow hast me yoven, for thow every day,  
Fifty sythe ‘Ave Maria’ seyynge,  
Honoured has me. Hens foorth, I the pray,  
Use to treble that by any way,  
And to every tenthe ‘Ave’ joyne also  
A ‘Pater noster,’ do thow evene so. (57-63) 
 
The monk’s prayers, it seems, have woven the Virgin’s garment, and the mantle 
might be finished if he increases his devotion. While in William of Malmesbury’s 
account prayers are offered as a means to escape from the priest’s enforced 
imprisonment and spinning, here prayers are not only aligned with clothwork, but 
understood as richly weaving a garment with which to clothe the Virgin. Indeed, 
Mary appears at the end of the tale, resplendently and fully clothed, stating that the 
series of prayers she has taught the monk are her psalter: 
the covent teche thow for to seye  
My psalter, as byforn taght have I thee.  
The peple also thow shalt in generaltee  
The same lessoun to myn honur teche,  
And in hire hurtes wole I been hir leche. (101-5) 
 
The passage is in striking contrast to Malmesbury’s account, and indicates a 
very different attitude towards the material and prayer. A far cry from the reviled task 
associated solely and pejoratively with women in the earlier tale, textile production is 
framed here as an act of devotion, aligned with prayer. Perhaps most remarkably, 
clothwork has reached so high a degree of devotional potential that it has been co-
opted by masculine culture here, incorporated into the religious practices of a male 
devotee. The agricultural/clothwork binary so central to the Genesis narrative is 
again placed at the centre of another narrative which follows this trend in upholding 
clothwork as a form of worship: Piers Plowman (c.1370-90). The practical, quotidian 
78 
 
bent of Langland’s allegorical book tends to uphold the importance of active piety 
placing an emphasis on the tangible and physical in devotion. As early as in Passus 
One, cloth is foregrounded as amongst the key earthly goods given mankind for 
sustenance. The poem’s narrator is met by an unnamed woman, clothed simply in 
linen, who tells him the meaning of his valley vision in the Prologue. She explains: 
‘Þe tour on þe toft,’ quod she, ‘treuþe is þerInne, 
And wolde þat ye wrouȝte as his word techeþ. 
For he is fadir of feiþ, and formed yow alle 
Boþe with fel & with face, and yaf yow fyue wittes 
For to worshipe hym þerwiþ while ye ben here. 
And þerfore he hiȝte þe erþe to helpe yow echone 
Of wollene, of lynnen, of liflode at nede 
In mesurable manere to make yow at ese (1.14-9) 
 
Truth, a figure for God, she claims, has not only made mankind, but given them their 
senses for the purpose of earthly devotion. Not only this, but he has gifted the Earth 
explicitly as a source “Of wollene, of lynnen”: textile goods. The poem thus 
recognises the organic origins of cloth and its significance as key to both mankind’s 
existence and wellbeing. It shows an awareness of the rich potential of cloth as a 
natural resource, an understanding that the misogynistic exemplar of the silkworm 
offered by Gervase of Tilbury two centuries earlier overlooked. But, and perhaps 
most importantly for this thesis, Piers Plowman also recognises the potential of 
sensual devotion, and connects such physical devotion explicitly to cloth. As the 
woman clearly states, God gave mankind “fyue wittes / For to worshipe hym þerwiþ” 
while dwelling on Earth; the senses, in other words, were created and designed 
specifically for devotional purposes. In then stating “þerfore he hiȝte þe erþe to helpe 
yow echone”, the subsequent line makes evident a connection between the spiritual 
purpose of the senses and their use through engagement with earthly resources, 
implying that in using these resources mankind works in harmony with heavenly 
design. The text thus explicitly advocates a physical, material form of devotion, 
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which may be easily practised in daily life. It is significant to note, however, that it 
names only textile goods, linen and wool amongst the riches of the Earth; from its 
outset, cloth appears at the centre of the devotional life advocated in Langland’s 
work. 
 Cloth’s use in religious devotion is clarified further later in the text, in such a 
way as replicates the agriculture/clothwork binary of Genesis. In Passus 6, Piers 
himself offers the following advice to a woman who asks him how women might 
work while men plough the fields: 
Somme shul sowe þe sak for shedyng of þe Whete. 
And ye louely ladies wiþ youre longe fyngres, 
That ye haue silk and Sandel to sowe whan tyme is 
Chesibles for Chapeleyns chirches to honoure. 
Wyues and widees wolle and flex spynneþ; 
Makeþ cloþ, I counseille yow, and kenneþ so youre douȝtres. 
The nedy and þe naked nymeþ hede how þei liggeþ; 
Casteþ hem cloþes [for cold] for so [wol] truþe. 
For I shal lenen hem liflode but if þe lond faille 
As long as I lyue, for þe lords loue of heuene.  
And alle manere of men þat [by þe] mete libbeþ, 
Helpeþ hym werche wiȝtliche þat wynneþ youre foode. (6.9-20) 
 
Piers explicitly advises the women to take up the clothwork assigned as women’s 
role by Genesis. This passage has not gone unnoticed by social historians exploring 
women’s clothwork in the Middle Ages: in her fascinating article on silkwomen’s 
work in medieval London, Trigg includes it as one among “many examples of the 
attempted regulation of this kind of work, which is mostly directed towards the 
production of elaborate and luxurious church vestments”. (Np.) However, while the 
women are being instructed to take up a traditional and respectable feminine task, 
there is more at work here than the simple relegation and control of female agency 
and production outlined by Trigg. The passage contains a more subversive subtext 
than is at first evident. 
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Firstly, women, and specifically their clothwork, are described here as key to 
retaining the sustenance harvested from the fields. They quite literally sew up the 
wheat stacks, preventing their spillage, and thus preserving the all-important yield of 
the harvest. Female endeavour is in this way represented as key to the efficacy of 
the masculine task of reaping the harvest; it underpins and protects the labours of 
Adam. Piers’ subsequent advice that they sew rich chasubles for church officials 
then places the feminine at the centre of masculine culture. What we see here is a 
clear indication that clothwork, women’s work, can be turned to the good of the 
Church, and it is significant to note that the practices described in the text mirrored 
those carried out in everyday life. In her article on the topic, Valerie L. Garver details 
the early references to such ecclesiastical cloths across Europe, citing the famous 
Ailbecunda and Witgar bands as examples (51), and including the ninth-century 
poems of Johannes Scottus Eriugena and the lives of saints including St. Herlindis 
and St. Renula from the Acta Sanctorum among the literary descriptions (54). She 
notes the subversive potential of the practice, explaining: 
Whether their products served as ecclesiastical belts, as church adornments, 
or in some other religious function, the makers of the Ailbecunda and Witgar 
bands were able to place female names in holy locations, where women 
could not otherwise go. (51)  
 
These cloths, and the rich vestments described by Piers, transcended the strict 
binary between the male and the female in the Western Christian hierarchy; they 
traversed into and bore significance in the male space of the church, and even on 
the male body of the priest. While attempting to control textile production as a 
patriarchally approved and respectable practice, the description thus posits 
clothwork, sewing specifically here, as an act of power, one which preserves and 
underpins even those tasks designated as masculine: agriculture and preaching. 
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 The distinctly and exclusively feminine nature of this work is emphasised in 
the following lines, as Piers advises wives and widows, secular women, to “kenneþ 
so youre douȝtres” (6.14). The tradition is to be passed down from mother to 
daughter; it is, inherently, a birth right. It is important to note here that he tells such 
women that they should “wolle and flex spynneþ” (6.13) — they are to work plain 
and unassuming linen and wool, the very simple and modest clothes worn by the 
wise woman the narrator encountered in Passus 1. Rich garments are to be 
preserved for the clergy, and it is clear that clothwork, for women, is not to be 
designed towards self-adornment; it is not a work directed towards the perpetuation 
of vanity. His final piece of advice, that women should give clothes to the poor and 
needy, is paralleled with the statement that he, as a man, will provide food, a final 
re-assertion of the Adam/Eve dichotomy promulgated by Genesis.  
 While offering key evidence for the continuation of the gendered 
agriculture/clothwork dichotomy of Genesis, these passages from Piers Plowman 
are indicative of the fact that, by the time of its composition in the second half of the 
fourteenth century, the underlying attitude towards the connection between the 
feminine and the sensual which we saw in the earlier works of the Church Fathers 
and Bede had shifted. In Langland’s narrative we see a similar replication of the 
tropes and associations between women and clothwork as we saw in Gervase’s 
Otia, and yet here textile production is explicitly a devotional act, as opposed to a 
process of dangerous feminine lust and rapacity. Clothwork is emphatically ratified 
by the patriarchal culture represented by Piers, rather than positioned as a danger to 
male agency and existence. This redemption of the sensory in religious practices 
parallels the recognition of the potential of the senses in interpreting the divine in the 
N-Town play. Indeed, alongside the play and Hoccleve’s miracle tale, Langland’s 
narrative evidences the fact that the sensuality and materiality associated with Eve 
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and her clothwork was no longer necessarily a marker of female sin in religious 
literature.  
 
The Tale of the Three Spindles in ‘The Tale of the Sankgreal’ 
 
This chapter closes with a text which pays testament to the co-existence of 
both the misogynistic and patriarchal suspicion of the material and the sensual, of 
the feminine, and the rehabilitation of these very forms of devotional practice and 
interpretation. It is a narrative in which the extent to which the topic remained 
troubling to the androcentric psyche is clear. The connection between Eve and the 
sensory as a form of interpretation is central to a short but resonant episode in one 
of the most famed and oft-discussed texts of the English Middle Ages: ‘The Tale of 
the Sankgreal’ in Sir Thomas Malory’s fifteenth-century romance, the Morte Darthur. 
The episode in question is, of course, the curious tale of Solomon’s ship and the 
three spindles. In this scene, Perceval’s persistently and troublingly unnamed sister 
guides the three Grail Knights (Galahad, Perceval, and Bors) on board a ship titled 
“FAYTH” (2:984.33). On board the ship, she relates the “WONDIR TALE OF KYNG 
SALAMON AND OF HYS WYFF” (2:993.23-9), the story of the ship’s construction, 
and the origins of the three mysterious spindles which it contains amongst other 
riches. Her story is persistently centred on the spindles, crafted from the wood of the 
Tree of Life in the Garden of Eden, and they operate throughout the narrative as a 
complex variation on the image of Eve with her distaff promulgated by the 
apocrypha on Genesis. These tools, instruments of women’s work, carry with them 
the legacy of Eve’s transgression, yet come to signify the powerful role which 
women, by merit of the very capacity for insight and perception possessed by the 
first mother, can perform as religious guides. Malory’s text in many ways thus marks 
the apotheosis of both the misogynistic use of clothwork to mark Eve’s sin, her 
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physicality and materiality, which we explored in the early Christian and medieval 
writings on Genesis, and the countermovement, which we see evidenced in the N-
Town Creation play, the recognition of female perception.  
Indeed, if we consider Malory’s text alongside its sources, we can see more 
clearly the ways in which its abridged, shortened account of the Grail legend in fact 
tightens its focus on Eve’s clothworking legacy. The ‘Sankgreal’ is steeped in the 
apocryphal tradition surrounding the post-Fall lives of Adam and Eve, which we 
have explored in this chapter, but its direct source is the thirteenth-century French 
romance La Queste del Saint Graal. The terms of the ‘Sankgreal’’s connection to its 
source text has long been a topic of debate. Indeed, while Ralph Norris argues that 
Malory “follows the French Queste from its beginning to its ending without omitting 
or altering any of its key events” (114), a plethora of scholars including Esther 
Casier Quinn, Catherine Batt, Charles Moorman, and Barry Windeatt have more 
convincingly emphasised Malory’s abridgement of, his willingness to extensively 
shorten, the French narrative. Indeed, much of this discussion is centred on the 
religiosity of Malory’s work, the extent to which it is driven by a Christian ethos. 
Quinn aligns herself with Eugène Vinaver in a decades’ old debate, to argue that 
Malory fundamentally misunderstood the religious significance of the French Grail 
quest, producing an edited version of the tale in which “the changes for the most 
part do not improve the original but obscure both its religious significance and poetic 
integrity” (186).20 This reading of the extract, however, is reductive, and obscures 
and disregards the narrative’s complicated engagement with the biblical apocrypha. 
Moorman has much more fruitfully argued for the recognition that, “Malory’s 
                                                            
20 In his ‘Commentary’ on the text, Vinaver argued that “Throughout the story Malory is 
primarily concerned with ‘erthly worship’, not with any higher purpose, and his one desire 
seems to be to secularize the Grail theme as much as the story will allow.” (1522) Batt 
similarly asserts that, “Malory, however, abbreviates the history of the Tree of Life to situate 
these events less clearly in an exegetical tradition.” (141) 
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changes are far from mere “omissions and minor alterations” and that “Malory’s 
handling of his source material is both purposeful and highly original” (185).21 As 
opposed to editing out the religiosity of the French text, Malory’s ‘Sankgreal’ rather 
condenses the narrative in such a way as to place a closer emphasis upon the 
shared heritage, the genealogy even, which connects the three women who feature 
in the episode (Perceval’s Sister, Solomon’s Wife, and Eve), through their shared 
interpretive capacities and roles as clothworkers. In her analysis of narrative form 
and originality in Malory’s work, Batt astutely considers “the Sankgreal as 
paradigmatic of a tendency to interrogate and revise categories of knowledge and 
access, to the divine as to the narrative’s logic, even as those means of access are 
put into play” (135). In tracing this lineage, Malory’s text is indeed embroiled in these 
concerns with classes of knowledge and questions of access to the divine; with 
questions of who can comprehend the divine, and how. In this case, the specific 
category of knowledge and access in question is textile, material, and feminine in its 
essence. 
It is worth relating in detail the story of the ship and the three spindles as it 
appears in Malory’s text, and in doing so considering some of the key similarities 
and differences between the English account and its French and apocryphal 
                                                            
21 Moorman’s assertion is based on his belief that, “Malory’s changes do not then stem from 
his not understanding the religious tone of the French Queste; he always preserves the core 
the of French book’s doctrinal statements, no matter how great his deletions. All the changes 
which Malory makes are necessary to his plan for the whole Arthurian cycle” (187). Fiona 
Tolhurst has similarly argued against Vinaver’s interpretation, studying the Solomon’s Wife 
episode in particular to explain that “It is misleading, therefore, to say that Malory is a 
translator whose primary goal is to excise theological content.” (134) Windeatt has also 
studied the difference between the English and French texts, and explains that, “Malory’s 
approach to the Vulgate La Queste del Saint Graal, compressing and condensing it, 
produces an English version little more than a third of the French original’s length. The 
episodes of the Queste’s patterned narrative are retained, but Malory reduces or excises the 
commentary of explanation provided by the hermits who populate the Grail quest’s 
landscape, ever prompt to interpret every adventure, dream or symbol. Yet even though the 
substance of what survives into the Sankgreal may correspond to equivalent material in the 
Queste, the outcome of Malory’s editing (and his few but pointed additions) is a distinctively 
less pessimistic reading of the Grail quest’s implications for Arthurian society.” (93) 
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sources. On entering the ship, guided by the mysterious young woman who soon 
reveals herself to be Perceval’s sister, Galahad and the other Grail Knights 
encounter a curious sight, described as follows: “And amyddis the shippe was a 
fayre bedde. And anone sir Galahad wente thereto and founde thereon a crowne of 
sylke. And at the feete was a swerde, rych and fayre, and hit was drawyn oute of the 
sheeth [half] a foote and more.” (2:985.18-21) The only remarkable difference 
between the Vulgate version of the scene and Malory’s lies in the silk fabric which 
constitutes the crown; in the Vulgate, the knights discover a somewhat more 
traditional “crown of fine gold” (125). The difference between the versions may be 
simply the result of mistranslation or poor copying on Malory’s part, but the 
description of a crown of silk in Malory’s ‘Sankgreal’ nonetheless bears meaning for 
the text as a whole. Cloth, as soon as the knights enter the ship, is placed at the 
core of the narrative, and indeed the centre of the message encrypted within the 
ship. This crown parallels the crown of thorns worn by Christ during his Passion; it is 
to be worn by the Grail Knight, Galahad, as a marker of his imitatio Christi. Its status 
as cloth subtly introduces the narrative’s ambivalence to women’s textile work; its 
reliance upon textiles to encode a message for the Grail Knight, and its 
simultaneous implication of female transgression in connecting such women’s work 
to the torture and suffering of Christ. 
On board the ship, the story of the spindles is introduced. The knights 
continue approaching the bed, and encounter “spyndelys which were whyght as 
snowe, and other that were rede as bloode, and other abovyn grene as ony 
emerawde. Of thes three colowres were thes spyndyls, and of naturall coloure 
within, and withoute ony pay[n]tinge.” (2:990.18-21) The miraculously coloured 
spinning tools prompt the beginning of the curious story, narrated in Malory’s work 
by Perceval’s Sister: 
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‘Thes spyndyls,’ seyde the damesell, ‘was whan synfull Eve cam to gadir 
fruyte, for which Adam and she were put oute of Paradyse. She toke with her 
the bowgh whych the appyll hynge on, than perseyved she that the braunche 
was freysh and grene, and she remembird of the losse which cam of the tre. 
Than she thought to kepe the braunche as longe as she myght, and for she 
had no coffir to kepe hit in, she put hit in the erthe. (2:990.22-29) 
 
The curious spindles which appear hung above the bed are thus explained as the 
direct products of this branch from the tree of knowledge that Eve took from Eden. 
Albeit abbreviated, this is the same story given in the Vulgate text (130-1). As Quinn 
has explored in detail, the story surrounding the spindles combine elements of the 
apocryphal Vita Adae with the Holy Rood legends which accompanied so many 
expansions of Genesis during the Middle Ages (193-4). These legends related that, 
while his father lay on his deathbed, Seth (Adam and Eve’s third son) travelled into 
Paradise to bring back a branch taken from the forbidden tree. 22 This story is almost 
completely rewritten in the Queste, however, to make Eve the taker of the branch 
(130), resituating the tree as part of a specifically female history, and therefore one 
in which clothwork is central; and Malory copies this from the French text. The 
‘Sankgreal’ narrative makes this connection clear as Perceval’s Sister continues to 
explain: 
So by the wylle of oure Lorde the braunche grew to a grete tre within a litill 
whyle, and was as whyght as ony snowe, braunchis, bowis, and levys: that 
was a tokyn that a maydyn planted hit. But affter that oure Lorde com to 
Adam and bade hym know hys wyff fleyshly, as nature required. So lay 
Adam with hys wyff undir the same tre, and anone the tre which was whyght 
felle to grene os ony grasse, and all that com oute of hit. And in the same 
tyme that they medled togydirs Abell was begotyn. 
‘Thus was the tre longe of grene coloure. And so aftir befelle many dayes, 
undir the same tre, Cayne slew Abell, whereof befelle grete mervayle, for 
a[s] Abell had ressayved dethe undir the grene tre, he loste the grene colour 
and becam red; and that was in tokening of blood. (2:990-1.29-7)23 
                                                            
22 Gillian Rudd also addresses the significance of the Holy Rood legends in her exploration 
of trees’ significance in the Morte Darthur (77-6) For further elucidation on the legends 
themselves, and their connection the Vita Adae tradition, see Murdoch, The Apocryphal 
Adam and Eve in Medieval Europe (3-28) and The Medieval Popular Bible (45-6).  




The tree becomes a custodian, a reflection of the history of Genesis, but specifically 
from Eve’s standpoint. Originally white, as a token of her virginity, it turns green as a 
reflection of her childbearing and fertility, and finally red, as a sign of her son’s 
spilled blood. Notably, Malory’s insistence that the first couple consummated their 
marriage after the Fall insinuates that Eve’s transgression was not sexual; it was, by 
implication, an act of disobedience in the quest for forbidden knowledge. The branch 
is explicitly described as a reminder of this misconduct; upon realising that she has 
taken it, we are told that Eve, “than perseyved she that the braunche was freysh and 
grene, and she remembired of the losse which cam of the tre” (2:990.26-7). The 
wood memorialises the first woman’s sin, physically signifying this message 
specifically for the interpretation (specifically the sensory interpretation through 
sight, we must note) of Eve, of womankind. It is worth noting that this passage in the 
Vulgate text is followed by an extensive account of “The Story of the Death of Abel” 
(133-5), while Malory’s account abridges the narrative, only briefly mentioning the 
tale of fratricide in the extract above before moving immediately onto the tree’s 
significance as the source of the spindles in the days of “Salamon, kynge Davythys 
sonne” (2:991.13-4). Malory’s truncation has the effect of sharpening the focus of 
the narrative around the women’s tales and the creation of the spindles. Cut of the 
wood of this tree, these three spindles are intensely embroiled in the history of Eve’s 
transgressive desire for knowledge, for the fruit of the tree, and the reasons for this 
become clearer as Perceval’s Sister continues in the English text, tracing the tree’s 
history to the days of Solomon and to the next woman in our lineage: Solomon’s 
Wife. 
 According to Perceval’s Sister, the three spindles were made at the 
instruction of King Solomon’s Wife. Confronted by a voice who instructs him that the 
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last of his line will be a knight of great virtue (2:991.32-4), and troubled by both the 
identity of this knight and the means through which he might convey to him the 
message that he knew of his coming, Solomon turns to his wife. She advises him to 
construct the ship, and herself takes on the business of producing the spindles 
(2:992-3.10-27).24 She engages a carpenter, and demands that he use wood of the 
ancient tree for the task: 
Anone as he began to worke, there com oute droppis of blood; and than 
wolde he a leffte, but she wolde nat suffir him. And so he toke as muche 
woode as myght make a spyndyll, and so she made hym to take as much of 
the grene tre, and so of the whyght tre. And whan thes three spyndyls were 
shapyn she made hem to be fastened uppon the slyer of the bedde. 
(2:993.14-20) 
 
The wood of the tree, brought back by Eve, is thus used to make a legacy of 
clothwork. Eve’s role as a clothworker is understood here even more directly in 
relation to her transgressive interpretation of the tree. The spindles are quite literally 
the product of the tree of knowledge; the parallel between Eve’s sin and her role as 
a spinner, which we saw in the apocrypha, is thus extended through the spindles to 
offer a new legend.  
The spindles, archetypal reminders of Eve’s transgression, become a means 
by which women might practice that interpretive agency which brought about Eve’s 
downfall. Indeed, these spindles are symbolic of the very feminine interpretation that 
we see so closely associated with Eve in the apocrypha, and the women of the 
narrative are firmly positioned within this lineage. Solomon’s Wife and Perceval’s 
Sister, like Eve, are interpreters. Scholars have offered varied readings centred on 
women’s role as readers and interpreters in the Grail legend. In her analysis of the 
                                                            
24 For the story of the spindles’ creation and the ship’s construction in the French Queste, 




French Queste, Susan Aronstein emphasises that female readers must distance 
themselves from the first woman, writing that: 
The female readers within this world […] have a more difficult time of it. In 
order to achieve the Grail they must learn how to read properly and in order 
to do this they must first divorce themselves from Eve, the ultimate 
misreader, and then write themselves instead into the male typology. (220) 
 
Her conception of the female reader is contingent upon her interpretation of the 
medieval Eve as a misreader, an understanding which is undermined by texts such 
as the N-Town Creation play and, indeed, Malory’s text itself. Indeed, in the 
literature surrounding Genesis that we have explored thus far in this chapter, the 
issue at hand is not so much that Eve misreads the temptation offered by the 
forbidden fruit, but that she perceives and interprets it, a product of the organic 
world, through her sensory organs at all. Roberta Davidson offers a more nuanced 
analysis of female reading in Malory, in her assessment that:  
Women in Morte Darthur enact the role of informed readers, interpreting and 
interconnecting disparate elements of plot and characterization. The female 
characters of Malory's text are thus models for the act of reading Morte 
Darthur, and they invite the scrutiny of Malory's own reader, engaged in an 
activity not unlike theirs. (21) 
 
The women of the “Solomon’s Ship” sequence in Malory’s ‘Sankgreal’, Eve, 
Perceval’s Sister, and Solomon’s Wife, perform this very function. They interpret 
both their own stories, and those of their predecessors, encoding and passing these 
messages down through the shared medium and legacy of the spindles and 
clothwork. The mystifying purpose of the ship, and its sacred significance, is made 
comprehensible only through these women, although perhaps most obviously 
through one in particular: Perceval’s Sister. 
Indeed, Batt has written of “Perceval’s Sister’s control of the bewildering sign 
system operative in the Sankgreal.” (143) Her assessment somewhat erases the 
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efforts and significance of her predecessors, Eve and Solomon’s Wife,25 but draws 
attention to the young woman’s significant role as narrator at this point of the 
‘Sankgreal’ — her task in breaking down and interpreting the complex signs 
contained within Solomon’s ship. It is important to note here that in using her as his 
narrator Malory chose to deviate from the account given in the French text of the 
legend. In the Vulgate, the story is given by the narrator, and significantly marked as 
a divergence from the subject of the quest; the narrator introduces the tale by 
explicitly stating, “the story here veers from its straight path and its rightful subject to 
describe the three colored spindles” (130). While the story is signalled as a 
departure from the narrative proper in the French, in Malory we find no such 
suggestion; in choosing to omit this small detail, he allows the tale to take its place 
at the centre of the Grail story at this point. Furthermore, Perceval’s Sister does 
operate as a storyteller in the French text; however, her stories speak merely of the 
lineage of the sword in the ship and are much shorter than this tale (126-7). In 
assigning the tale to Perceval’s Sister, Malory makes a significant change to its 
meaning; he frames his narrative about the significance of female messages and 
clothwork signifiers as a feminine story. We thus read in the ‘Sankgreal’ a story 
about female interpretation related by a woman, in which women are the bearers 
and readers of religious truth.  
 Solomon’s Wife is perhaps the most troubling and complex woman in the 
passage. In her we see both the misogynistic connection between the material and 
female perception which we traced in the early Christian material, and the realisation 
of its latent potential. This is introduced immediately upon her appearance in the 
                                                            
25 Scholars seem oddly unwilling to align all three women. In her discussion of the episode, 
Jennifer Looper likewise notes “the portrayal of Eve and Solomon’s Wife as mistresses of 




text. According to Perceval’s Sister, “this Salamon had an evyll wyff, wherethorow 
he wente there had be no good woman borne” (2:991.17-9). References to, and 
discussions of, King Solomon’s misogyny were a commonplace in the Middle Ages, 
and Malory firmly situates his work within this tradition. He offers a traditional, 
typological, resolution to the argument in explaining that a celestial voice interrupts 
the King’s sorrow, foretelling of the Virgin Mary, “for yet shall there com a woman 
whereof there shall com gretter joy to a man, an hundred tymes than thys 
hevynesse gyvith sorrow” (2:991.22-4). The voice’s suggestion here is not that 
Solomon’s Wife is any less “evil” than he believes her to be, but rather that not all 
women are marked by this sin. We shall discuss the Eve/Mary typology more closely 
in Chapter Two, but it is important to take note and bear it in mind here. Despite her 
positioning as “evil”, as a second Eve, Solomon’s Wife performs as an interpreter 
and guide for her husband. She speaks to him with authority, sure in the knowledge 
of her greater understanding of both the prophecy and how it might be 
communicated, firmly stating “I shall lerne you” (2:992.17) as she instructs him.  
 Solomon’s Wife’s ability to act with assertiveness and power has made her 
an attractive figure for feminist scholarship on the ‘Sankgreal’. Such criticism has 
tended to dwell upon her redemptive qualities, underscoring her narrative agency 
and significance as a spiritual guide to her husband. While Quinn writes that, “In all 
of the rood-tree legends, as in the Queste, the wise King Solomon is made to play a 
role second to that of a gifted woman” (192), Grace M. Armstrong explains that: 
By attributing to Solomon’s Wife a virtuoso elaboration on Eve's simple and 
instinctive symbolic communication, the narrator assigns postlapsarian 
woman a more creative role than Church Fathers usually allow her. Instead 
of seeing Eve (and her female progeny) as the agent of destruction which 
Mary repairs, i.e. as being polar oppositions in Salvation History, the Quest 





Rather than awaiting the arrival of the Virgin Mary to redress the sins of the first 
woman, Solomon’s Wife and, indeed, Eve herself, are able to use the very skills 
which brought about transgression for their own redemption. In her article on the 
topic, Jennifer Looper echoes Armstrong’s assertion that the episode evades 
parallels with the Virgin Mary, explaining that, “When Eve carries a twig of the Tree 
of Life from the Garden in the Vulgate version of Genesis, however, she takes the 
first step to escape this negative typology.” (55) Looper goes as far as to argue that: 
Eve’s inherent redemptive features cause the reader to reanalyze the gender 
binary that is further destabilized by women such as Solomon’s Wife and 
Perceval's Sister. In her typological role, Solomon’s Wife is a 'new Eve,' yet 
she is portrayed as a sympathetic figure who takes an active role in 
recording her community's history. (55) 
 
The narrative does indeed allow for some restitution for Eve. Indeed, the tree seems 
to symbolise the “inherent redemptive features” to which Looper refers. It performs 
as both a vestigial reminder that mankind did once dwell in the heavenly Garden, 
and, before it is altered by the murder of Abel, as a marker of Eve’s possession of 
the divinely sanctified states of virginity and fertility (the first couple’s marriage, if we 
recall, is only consummated upon divine instruction, after their expulsion). In this 
way, while she is the first sinner, the very locus of this sin becomes the means for 
Eve’s redemption. We see the same ambivalence at work in relation to Solomon’s 
Wife, who similarly finds in the tree a source of both transgression and redemption. 
While she is allowed to assume an important, active role in the text, her depiction in 
Malory is far from unequivocally positive.  
 The Queen’s alignment with the apocryphal Eve as a clothworker is 
established early in the story. On instructing her husband to create the sword and 
the ship, she declares, “I shall lette make a gurdyll thereto, such one as shall please 
me.” (2:992.26-7) Her words recall the girdle which the Grail Knights encountered on 
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first entering the ship. Initially drawn to the sword, the knights then turned to the 
girdle, described as follows: 
And than behylde they the scawberte, hit besemyd to be of a serpentis 
skynne, and thereon were lettirs of golde and sylver. And the gurdyll was but 
porely to com to, and nat able to susteyne such a ryche swerde. And the 
lettirs seyde: 
‘[…] FOR THE BODY OF HYM WHYCH I OUGHT TO HANGE BY, HE 
SHALL NAT BE SHAMED IN NO PLACE WHYLE HE YS GURDE WITH 
THE GURDYLL. (2:987.22-9) 
 
The scabbard, made of snakeskin, immediately raises allusions to the serpent in 
Eden, heightening the text’s parallels to Genesis. The state of the girdle, its 
insufficiency and poverty in comparison to the great sword, reads as an indictment 
of Solomon’s Wife’s sinful nature, and yet it bears the power to protect its wearer 
from shame. In this sense, it simultaneously reflects both her state of sin and her 
potential to do good in assisting her husband. The girdle’s state is explained as 
follows: 
And whan the shippe was redy in the see to sayle, the lady lete make a grete 
bedde and mervaylous ryche, and sette hir uppon the beddis hede covered 
with sylke, and leyde the swerde at the feete. And the gurdyls were of 
hempe. 
‘And therewith the kynge was right angry. 
‘“Sir, wyte you welle that I have none so hyghe a thynge whych were woethy 
to susteyne soo hyghe a swerde. And a mayde shall brynge other knyghtes 
thereto, but I wote not whan hit shall be ne what tyme.” (2:992-3.29-4) 
 
In response to her husband’s ire, Solomon’s Wife explains that she is unworthy of 
making an object equal to the sword, and the poor hemp from which her girdle is 
made reflects her insufficiency. She possesses silks, as evident in the rich covering 
she provides for the bed, but these earthly, material goods do not bear the spiritual 
currency required for the sword. Another woman, however, will have that capacity, 
and this message is sent to her through the spindles, the clothworking signs, 
created by Solomon’s Wife. 
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 Indeed, the spindles in themselves summarise the text’s somewhat 
ambivalent attitude towards clothwork and textiles. In her discussion of the episode 
in the Queste, Quinn explains: 
Eve taking the branch from Paradise, one of the most characteristic features 
of the Queste version, is especially appropriate because as Eve takes the 
branch of the tree of knowledge, of which she has eaten the fruit, it is both a 
sign of her sinfulness and a promise of redemption; it is a promise of 
offspring from whom the Messiah will ultimately come, and it is the actual 
wood of which the spindles are cut (the spindles which prefigure the cross). 
(191) 
 
For Quinn, the wood of the tree is a sign of both female transgression and the future 
redemption which Christ will bring when he dies on the cross. What she fails to note, 
however, is the significance of the fact that the instrument of both transgression and 
redemption in the legend is most importantly recast as spindles, as objects encoding 
feminine work. In creating the spindles, Solomon’s Wife contributes to Eve’s 
transgression; she creates the instruments which symbolise in equal part both the 
suffering of Christ, and mankind’s redemption. As Quinn has further explained, the 
parallels between the spindles and the cross, beyond being constituted of the same 
hallowed wood, extend to the image of the bed; Augustinian theology traditionally 
associated the bed with the cross (199).26 In designing the new bed for Christ’s type, 
Galahad, Solomon’s Wife has essentially designed the trappings of Christ’s fate. 
While she is key to interpreting and sending the all-important message conveyed by 
the ship and its furnishings, her actions in a sense orchestrate the Crucifixion. This 
subtext is made clearer in Malory’s description of the chopping of the wood from the 
tree. In response to the carpenter’s reticence, she threatens “Do hit, […] other ellis I 
shall destroy the” (2:993.13), and the violence of her words is inflicted upon the tree, 
which bleeds as it is cut (2:993.14-5). The tree, like Christ, bleeds as a result of 
                                                            
26 In evidence, Quinn cites Augustine’s discussion of “marriage bed of the cross” in the 
Sermo suppositus 120.8 (qtd. in Quinn 199, n.50). 
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specifically feminine violence and sin. The ambivalence towards Solomon’s Wife in 
the text thus encodes both the same association between clothwork and 
transgression which we see at work in Genesis, and the recognition that this very 
association marks a feminine intelligence and interpretive skill.  
 Perceval’s Sister becomes the virginal clothworker who fully redeems 
clothwork from these associations. As the sword’s scabbard explains: 
NOTHER NEVER NONE BE SO HARDY TO DO AWAY THYS GURDYLL, 
GOT HIT OUGHT NAT TO BE DONE AWAY BUT BY THE HONDIS OF A 
MAYDE, AND THAT SHE BE A KUNGIS DOUGHTER AND A QUENYS. 
AND SHE MUST BE A MAYDE ALL THE DAYES OF HIR LYFF, BOTH IN 
WYLL AND IN WORKE (2:997-8.30-4) 
 
Virginity and virtue are key to the weaver of the new girdle, and indeed the Sister’s 
work encodes these qualities in abundance. Presenting the knights with her girdle, 
she explains, “the grettist parte of thys gurdyll was made of my hayre, whych 
somme tyme I loved well, whyle that I was woman of the worlde. But as sone as I 
wyste that thys adventure was ordayned me, I clipped off my heyre, and made thys 
gurdyll.” (2:995.2-6) Produced through her renunciation of worldly sin, the girdle is 
both a symbol of her bodily purity and a marker of her role as interpreter; she 
weaves with her hair only in recognition and anticipation of the prophecy and events 
to come, and fittingly encases the “Swerde with the Straunge Gurdyls” (2:995.14-5). 
If we return at this point to the frame of the narrative, this message is again 
reinforced. Indeed, the guidance offered by the tale as a whole is intrinsically 
connected to textiles. These two unnamed women are polar opposites; indeed, the 
former is the virginal maid destined to redress the sins of the latter and make a 
suitable girdle for the splendid sword. However, they perform similar roles in guiding 
their male companions, interpreting for them the divine. Both women’s tales are, 
furthermore, quite literally shrouded in cloth. Solomon’s Wife says “lete make a 
coverynge to the shippe of clothe of sylke, that should never rotte for no manner of 
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wedir” (2:993.5-8) while we then find the Sister’s tale similarly enclosed. Upon 
hearing the tale, we are told: 
Than they lyfft up a cloth which was above the grounde, and there founde a 
rych purse by semyng. And sir Percivale toke hit and founde therein a wrytte, 
and so he rad hit, and devysed the maner of the spyndils and of the ship: 
whens hit cam, and by whom hit was made. (2:994.20-4)27 
 
Covered by a cloth, and contained in a purse, the story is preserved, enshrouded 
even, by fabric. Cloth is ultimately essential to the passing down of this tale and its 
legacy. 
Resituating the ‘Sankgreal’ within the tradition surrounding Eve and Genesis 
makes sense of both the text’s recognition of women’s interpretive potential and its 
uneasy attitude towards that very capacity. Malory’s romance is caught between 
these two traditions, as it were, and it is no coincidence that the key symbol uniting 
and shared by these two strands is, most importantly, the clothworking instrument 
which so clearly recalls the images of Eve in the apocrypha: the spindle. It functions 
as an intensely hermeneutical object, symbolic of women’s sensual perception and 
purposefully embodying the capacity to pass down messages for further 
interpretation.  
The first woman, and the first sinner, Eve recurs throughout the period 
encompassed by this thesis as the original archetypal clothworker, for good and ill. 
Her connection with cloth throughout the Middle Ages continued to uphold 
misogynistic conceptions surrounding women’s interpretive capacity, the female 
sex’s transgressive connection to the sensual. However, running alongside this 
tradition, we nonetheless find the recognition that women, originally conceived of as 
the reason for mankind’s distance from God through their physicality and their 
                                                            




connection with cloth, could still worship, and even reach a greater understanding of 
the divine, via their sensory capacities. This duality, the co-existence of these two 
traditions, is key to this thesis. As we shall see, throughout the genres encompassed 
within the religious and devotional writing of the Middle Ages, in miracle tales and 
lives of Christ, apocryphal expansions, mystery plays, and hagiographies, we 
continually find holy women both celebrated and degraded through their connection 
to cloth, their link with the material world. In order to consider the shift towards the 
devotional empowerment of clothwork we must first turn to the woman who 



























































Chapter Two. “Thu art to me a very modir”:28 
Weaving the Word in Marian Literature 
 
 
‘Salamon, if hevynesse com to a man by a woman, ne rek tho[u] never, for 
yet shall there com a woman whereof there shall com gretter joy to a man, 
an hundred tymes than thys hevynesse gyvith sorrow. And that woman shall 
be born of thy linage.’ 
So when Salamon herde thes wordis, he hylde himself but a foole. Tha[n] 
preff he by olde bookis the trouthe. Also the Holy Goste shewed hym the 
commynge of the glorius Virgyne Mary. (Malory, ‘The Tale of the Sankgreal’ 
2:991.21-9) 
 
Part of the tale of the three spindles, Solomon’s prophecy in Malory’s ‘Tale of 
the Sankgreal’ looks forward to the coming of the Virgin Mary as the hallowed 
woman who can redress and make amends for the sins of womankind. Framed by 
the King’s lamentations of marriage to an “evil wife”, a woman who is in more ways 
than one the inheritor of Eve, the prophecy overtly alludes to a much wider 
phenomenon in Christian theology. Far from unique to Malory’s Grail Quest, the 
typological juxtaposition of the first woman with the Holy Virgin has long been, and 
continues to be, ubiquitous to Christian writing. Scholars have long noted, for 
example, what Gibson refers to as the “Eve-Ave reversal” (The Theatre of Devotion 
                                                            
28 The Book of Margery Kempe (36.2121). 
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164), explained so eloquently in the fifteenth-century Middle English lyric poem 
‘Heyl, levedy, se-stoerre bryht’: 
Thylk Ave that thou vonge in spel 
Of the aungeles mouhth kald Gabriel, 
In gryht ous sette and shyld vrom shome, 
That turnst abakward Eve's nome. (5-8)29 
 
In name and deed, according to tradition, the Virgin Mary quite literally reversed the 
sins of Eve. Most significantly, as the lyric illustrates, this reversal began at the 
Annunciation, at the moment of Christ’s conception. This moment, the miracle of the 
Incarnation, is the primary focus of this chapter. Persistently within the corpus of 
medieval English Marian literature we find this alignment of Ave and Eva, Mary and 
Eve, centred on the Incarnation, as the Virgin follows her predecessor as a 
clothworker in birthing Christ. As we shall see, clothwork becomes another alternate 
exegetical hermeneutic, a means of reading and interpreting Christ’s incarnate body, 
as Mary spins and knits, sews and weaves, her son’s flesh. 
This textile hermeneutic is grounded upon the conception of interpretation 
and reproduction as inextricably connected phenomena. Apocryphal literature 
surrounding women framed childbirth and clothwork as causally aligned actions, and 
this framework underpinned Eve and Mary’s typological connection. As the Church 
Father Tertullian wrote, “Eve had believed the serpent: Mary believed Gabriel” (‘On 
the Flesh of Christ’ 61); in other words, both women were remarkable precisely 
because of their roles as receivers and interpreters of spiritual messages. This act of 
interpretation brought about Eve’s downfall, and the conception of Cain; as Justin 
Martyr (100-165) wrote in his Dialogue with Trypho, “Eve, who was a virgin and 
undefiled, having conceived the word of the serpent, brought forth disobedience and 
                                                            
29 For further discussion of the proliferation of the typological anagram throughout Christian 
writing, see Jacques Dalarun, ‘The Clerical Gaze’ in A History of Women in the West: 
Silences of the Middle Ages (23) and Flood (14). 
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death” (249). Meanwhile, Mary’s belief and faith in the divine Word enabled her 
conception of Christ, the Son of God. St. Jerome (c.347-419/420) summarised this 
parallel between the women in postulating that, “now that a virgin has conceived in 
the womb a child, […] the fetters of the old curse are broken. Death came through 
Eve: life has come through Mary.” (‘Letter to Eustochium’ 23-4) While positing Eve’s 
interpretation and conception of the serpent’s word as the bringer of mankind’s sin 
and mortality, the early theologians reflected the Virgin’s parallel engagement with 
and reproduction of the divine Word as a salve for humanity, bringing hope for 
eternal life. 
In continuation of this typology, acts of faith, of interpretation and belief, for 
both women, were therefore followed by clothwork and childbirth in the literary 
traditions which developed in the early centuries of Christianity and flourished in the 
Middle Ages. However, Mary’s rehabilitation of clothwork as a feminine practice, 
predicated upon the attitudes towards sensory knowledge and interpretation that we 
explored in relation to Eve in Chapter One, much more powerfully and overtly 
resituates women at the centre of Christian faith and devotion. Firmly upholding 
clothwork as a distinctly gynocentric devotional and creative act, the Marian 
narratives addressed in this chapter extend the hermeneutical properties which we 
saw aligned with cloth in Chapter One; however, they go beyond the validation of 
the material in devotion which we eventually saw explored in Eve’s representation, 
positing textiles as key to the fulfilment and exegesis of the Christian narrative. 
Through clothwork gynocentric prerogatives are again re-invested with power from 
within the confines of traditional ecclesiastical culture; clothwork offers a sign system 
and means of reading the Incarnation in a tradition which ultimately accords women 




Spinning Thread: Spinning Flesh 
 
From the earliest days of Christianity, the Virgin Mary has been consistently 
represented in iconographical tradition as a clothworker. Like Eve, we persistently 
find her depicted with a distaff or spindle, and the prevalence of this iconography in 
Christian art has not passed unnoticed in scholarship. Rudy, for example, has 
written authoritatively on the proliferation of artwork illustrating Christ’s Incarnation 
through the metaphor of clothwork in Europe. Speaking of a fifteenth-century panel 
produced by the Master of Erfurt (see Figure 8), she explains, “Spinning and flesh 
making are allied visually: the thread passes directly over (through?) her [Mary’s] 
womb as she spins it. She metamorphically clothes Jesus while he is still in-vitro.” 
(3)30  
                                                            
30 Gibson similarly writes of the Erfurt image, “In visual and verbal pun as providential as 
medieval Christendom found the Eve-Ave reversal, the Virgin Mary spins both filum (thread) 
and filium (son), crafting the garment of flesh and of human mortality for the still embryonic 








Establishing the Virgin’s act of creation in giving birth to Christ as an act of 
clothwork, the panel elicits parallels to the images of Eve which we explored in 
Chapter One. Mary’s image here recalls with particular potency the drawing of Eve 
with a distaff in hand and a nursing child upon her knee from the Speculum 
Humanae Salvationis (see Figure 3), sharing in its conceptual alignment of 
clothwork with maternal care. However, the connection between clothwork and 
childbirth in the Erfurt panel is made even more explicit; spinning, the act of forming 
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thread, is elided with the creation and formation of flesh, as the golden thread 
disappears, and effectively joins with, the womb and child of the same rich tint.  
The Erfurt panel quite literally visualises and applies the process of 
fabrication to Christ’s Incarnation. That is to say, the iconography exemplified in the 
artwork asks us to understand Christ’s materialisation as man, his becoming flesh, 
through the medium and process of cloth production. Critical writing on the topic of 
Marian clothwork iconography has astutely focused on its connection to what 
Gibson eloquently terms “the garment of Incarnation” (The Theatre of Devotion 157), 
the metaphorical understanding of Christ’s becoming man, his assumption of 
humanity, as an act of clothing.31 Indeed, the metaphor recurs in theological writing 
on the Incarnation; Augustine’s statement that Christ became man “to be clothed 
with a body of earthly mortality, in order that He might clothe it with heavenly 
mortality” (qtd. in Gibson, The Theatre of Devotion 156) is often cited as evidence of 
this tradition.32 However, as I intend to elucidate in this chapter, the notion of 
clothing Christ is insufficient, because it cuts short the radical potential of the 
iconographical motif. The Erfurt panel is a visual representation of a much older 
narrative tradition in which Christ is more than simply clothed or covered in the fabric 
of human flesh; he is in himself woven, corporeally constituted, of the thread and 
blood of the Holy Virgin in equal part. His human form is, quite literally, a 
“clothbody”. Not, as Boharski defines her term, “physically replacing the woman’s 
[Christ’s] body” (80), but even more exactly, as a corporeal entity fabricated from its 
very origins. 
                                                            
31 Sarah Jane Boss writes “She [Mary] clothes him with flesh, and he [Christ] clothes her with 
honour” (169), and Hannah Lucas similarly emphasises “Mary as clothier of Christ” (32). 
32 For a more detailed survey of the metaphor’s prevalence in patristic writing, see Valerie R. 
Hotchkiss’ study, Clothes Make the Man: Female Cross Dressing in Medieval Europe (20-1). 
Christine Williamson also explores its significance to the process of baptism in her article 




References to Christ’s clothing can be better understood as an earthly 
shadow of the miraculous, divine act of textile fabrication which occurs in the 
tabernacle of Mary’s womb. Drawing upon the wider tradition of Marian clothwork, 
including early Christian scriptural writing surrounding the temple veil and 
tabernacle, legends surrounding the tunica inconsutilis (the seamless robe of 
Christ), and acts of tactile, textile devotion such as swaddling, this chapter seeks to 
elucidate fabric as a textual hermeneutical tool, encoding the mystery of the 
Incarnation. I argue that Christ’s clothworking mother performed as a model for 
feminine agency in piety in English writing of Middle Ages, considering legends 
surrounding Marian clothwork after the Incarnation as echoes, or replications of the 
original miracle. Within this rich tradition the Holy Virgin, the original interpreter of 
the Incarnation, becomes an instructor of the very textile hermeneutic through which 
she herself received and partook of the Holy Word, and of the haptic, maternal care 
through which earthly women might replicate her relationship with Christ. In 
elucidating this imitatio Mariae, I turn to Margery Kempe, the medieval matron 
whose affective devotion and desire to engage with and experience Christ on a 
physical level is repeatedly exercised through swaddling and caring for the Christ 
Child. Indeed, Margery’s Marian devotion, her swaddling so closely paralleled with 
shrouding, brings us full circle back to Eve, and I close this chapter in reflecting 
upon the ubiquity and permeance of the first woman’s presence, the ways in which 
her role as the original mother and clothworker provides a model for that of Mary not 
only in terms of birth and creation, but even at the point of death. However, in 
addressing the most famed and revered model of Christian femininity it is important 
first to illustrate the ways in which this particular analysis weaves into the vast 




 “The Tapestry of Marian Tradition” 
 
The modern critic addressing the Virgin Mary’s significance in medieval 
English literature and culture meets with a prodigious and varied bulk of scholarly 
discussion. Scholars such as Mary Clayton have published extensively on the 
development of her cult in Anglo-Saxon England, while others including Eva de 
Visscher and Gary Waller have explored the Marian literature of the later Middle 
Ages, and Adrienne Williams Boyarin and Beverley Boyd have considered the 
various Middle English Miracles of the Virgin more specifically.33 This is aside from 
the body of literature on the Virgin’s representation globally during this period. 
However, while each of these writers discuss at length the very literature integral to 
tracing the development of the motif, they fail to note the existence and 
advancement of any textile hermeneutic within these narratives. Meanwhile, in their 
discussions of the prevalence of textile and sartorial sign systems in Old French 
romance, Burns and Boharski unanimously turn to the Madonna as a central 
archetype of this union between maternity and clothwork; a disparity that highlights 
not only the greater discussion of secular clothworks, but also the new insights that 
reading through cloth might bring to understandings of the Virgin’s significance in 
England. In her study of the geography of the textile trade through medieval French 
literature, Burns emphasises the significance of the famous chemise of Chartres 
(the garment which Mary was thought to have worn when she gave birth to Christ) 
for female clothworkers (Sea of Silk: A Textile Geography of Women's Work in 
Medieval French Literature 172). Meanwhile, in her discussion of textiles in French 
                                                            
33 See Clayton, The Apocryphal Gospels of Mary in Anglo-Saxon England (1998), and The 
Cult of the Virgin Mary in Anglo-Saxon England (1990); de Visscher, ‘Marian Devotion in the 
Latin West in the Later Middle Ages’ (2007); Waller, The Virgin Mary in Late Medieval and 
Early Modern English Literature and Popular Culture (2011); Boyarin, Miracles of the Virgin 
in Medieval England: Law and Jewishness in Marian Legends (2010); Boyd, The Middle 
English Miracles of the Virgin (2015). 
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romance works, Boharski further stresses the importance of such iconography for 
women during this period, tracing the motif back to its origins in the second-century 
apocryphal gospel, the Protevangelium of James (27-38).  
The most influential work of criticism on Mary’s significance for this study, 
however, is that of Gibson. In her book The Theatre of Devotion: East Anglian 
Drama and Society in the Late Middle Ages (1989) Gibson astutely considers the 
significance of the Protevangellium’s spinning Virgin in the fourteenth and fifteenth-
century literature of East Anglia, including the N-Town play cycle, John Lydgate’s 
Life of Our Lady, and The Book of Margery Kempe. She traces this tradition more 
broadly in her chapters ‘The Thread of Life in the Hand of the Virgin’ and ‘St. 
Margery: The Book of Margery Kempe’, included the edited collection Equally in 
God's Image: Women in the Middle Ages (1990). Her core thesis, in these studies, 
is that “the cult of Mary in medieval devotion was a meditation on the Word made 
Flesh” (The Theatre of Devotion 139). As she explains: 
we may justifiably speak of the Virgin with the Thread of Life in her hand, 
clothing the Word in flesh. […] the symbolic threads in the hand of Mary 
serve as a hint at divine Providence, intimately linking with one another the 
three phases of Christ’s terrestrial Life, his Incarnation and Nativity, his 
Public Life, and his Passion.” (‘The Thread of Life’ 51)34 
 
Clothwork, as Gibson states, is indeed placed at the centre of Christ’s life and 
sacrifice in the literature of the Middle Ages; however, the Incarnational significance 
of the motif can be taken much further. The Marian literature of medieval England 
was, I argue, from its very origins entrenched in this textual, textile, conception of 
the Incarnation and, as such, Marian clothwork can be interpreted as producing an 
incarnate body constituted of fabric, illustrating an alternative exegetical 
                                                            
34 Lucas echoes Gibson’s work, referencing the tradition as a reminder of the “achronological 
divine Providence of the Word made flesh” (31) in her own exploration of the sartorial in The 
Book of Margery Kempe, which we will address in closer detail later in this Chapter. 
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hermeneutic that bears much more consideration. While “The spinning Eve thus 
both prefigures and is perfected by the ‘clothing’ of Christ in Mary’s womb” (Gibson, 
The Theatre of Devotion 161), the typological connection between the two women is 
much more complex; this process of “perfecting” can be seen to contribute to a 
recentring of feminine, haptic, and maternal devotion at the centre of Christian piety. 
Scholarly discussion of Mary’s role in the incarnate embodiment of the 
Logos, the divine Word, as a textual act is also particularly relevant to my work. As 
Potkay and Evitt write in their exploration of the religious construction of female 
authorship, “Her collaborative authorship of the Word, too, atones for Eve’s 
disobedience to God’s Word in stealing the fruit of divine knowledge.” (26)35 The 
term “authorship” is key here. In giving birth to Christ, Mary joined with God in 
writing the divine Word, and here we can see the alignment of textual and textile 
hermeneutics. As Potkay and Evitt explore in greater depth, the image of the Virgin 
as a reader was a common one in Christian iconography, and it was conceptually 
aligned with her depiction as a clothworker:  
Since weaving, like motherhood, is producing a material exterior, it too can 
function as a metaphor for the author’s task of materially expressing an 
abstract idea. The aptness of this figure reveals itself in the English word for 
a written work, text, from the Latin, textum, literally something woven. (27)  
 
Indeed, images such as Figure 9, a 1529 carving from the choir wall in Chartres 
Cathedral, depicting the dream in which Joseph is informed that Mary’s child has 
truly been conceived by the Holy Spirit (Matthew 1:20-21), implicitly connected 
weaving with the conception of the Word. 
                                                            
35 Gibson likewise references the notion of “The Incarnation as book,” (14) in The Theatre of 
Devotion, explaining “The Incarnation itself was the book made visible, the Word made 
Flesh.” (13) Her chapter, ‘The Thread of Life’, also gives further elucidation of the apocryphal 
tradition that Mary was found reading at the moment of the Annunciation (47-8). Lucas 
similarly alludes to “The association between the construction of literary narrative — text — 









The sculpture depicts a book, symbolic of the Word, resting upon Mary’s lap, 
enveloped by the cloth she is sewing. Her eyes downcast, her posture self-
contained and unchallenging, the Virgin here is an image of the very respectable, 
meek femininity ideally associated with clothwork; however, from within the 
constraints of this paradigm she finds a voice and spiritual power in her clothwork. 
The Mary of le Songe de Joseph combines sewing and reading, material cloth and 
written scripture, with the revelation of Christ’s conception. She elides textual and 
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textile acts, uniting fabric and word, and she does so as part of a much greater 
tradition. 
Cloth and maternity, then, function as important, active, and haptic means of 
engaging with, and understanding, Christ’s significance. What I aim to show in this 
chapter is that, despite the framework of patriarchally-defined social acceptability 
tied to the Virgin’s representation, we find in English literature surrounding Marian 
clothwork an expansion, rather than a correction, of the sensory interpretive faculties 
which we saw defined as Eve’s prerogative in Chapter One. Indeed, in her excellent 
study on the “language” of the female body in the writing of Julian of Norwich and 
Margery Kempe, McAvoy engages with Kristeva’s theories surrounding maternity to 
offer a description of the subversive semiotic potential of what she terms as a 
“motherhood hermeneutic”, which is particularly useful to us here: 
Not only can motherhood be recontextualised and performed at will, both 
physically and rhetorically (and thus constituting a strategic invocation of the 
language of the symbolic), but it also provides an access to the semiotic 
which is particularly suitable for reaching a female-focused understanding of 
God. (Authority and the Female Body 31-2) 
 
Where symbolic language is traditionally defined by androcentric norms, notions of 
the female body “constructed by cultural narratives and mediated by systems of 
patriarchal power” (McAvoy 30), childbirth, as an experience physically inaccessible 
for men, opens up a fissure in this sign system, providing space for the redefinition 
of semiotic meaning. Childbirth, in other words, offers an opportunity for what 
Radner and Lanser, as we have seen, would call “coding” (3), and, I argue, this 
space for redefinition, for the expression of a more empowering feminine devotion, 
is taken up by clothwork, itself a powerful locus for coded meaning. 
Indeed, male, ecclesiastical interpretation of the Annunciation revered a 
passive, compliant Virgin. In the fourteenth-century Tractatus Super Regulam 
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Ordinis Carmelitarum, Baconthorpe’s commentary on the Rule of St Albert, for 
example, it was written: 
It is particularly certain that she (the Virgin) is perfectly obedient, because 
she responds to the announcing Angel: ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be 
it done to me according to thy word’. As the supreme model of human 
obedience to the will of God, the Virgin at the Annunciation reveals profound 
humility dramatised in the mystery of the Incarnation. (qtd. in Naoë Kukita 
Yoshikawa 99) 
 
Yet, despite her relegation within this repressive framework, we repeatedly find that 
Mary listens and chooses to accept divine conception. Indeed, her active decision in 
accepting God’s will at the Annunciation was emphasised in certain apocrypha; Ode 
19 of the famous and highly influential Odes of Solomon, for example, went as far as 
to state “she brought forth, as if she were a man, of her own will” (116). In 
conceiving the Christ Child, Mary performs the very “strategic invocation of the 
language of the symbolic” defined by McAvoy; the patriarchally-labelled 
“submissive” obedience of “handmaid” encodes an act of spiritual interpretation and 
autonomy. From within the bounds of tradition and respectability, the young Virgin 
partakes of and assumes a principal part in the promulgation of a religious discourse 
vehemently preserved as a male prerogative by the Church, and most importantly, 
she does so via clothwork. Indeed, the application of a textile hermeneutic to the 
Incarnation widens the space for re-conceptualisation opened up by maternal 
experience, allowing for a new sign system privileging feminine expression and 
interpretation to be devised and applied to Christ’s body. In order to untangle the 
knotted skein of this tradition, we must follow its thread, tracing the tradition of 
Marian clothwork from its very origins: the Protevangelium of James. 
 




 Surprisingly, in consideration of the widespread appeal of her cult, little 
attention is afforded the Virgin Mary in the Gospels of the Evangelists.36 As Chris 
Maunder explains in his excellent overview of her significance in the New Testament 
and early Christian apocrypha, the second-century Protevangelium of James, 
purportedly written by James, the brother of Jesus, marks the first significant 
expansion of her limited story in the biblical gospels (11-13).37 From this earliest 
development of her cult, Mary’s role as Christ’s mother appears to have been 
consistently understood via weaving as a metaphor. Focusing on her life, this 
curious narrative established a tradition in which Mary was instrumental in the 
weaving of the temple veil, the holy cloth, which most importantly covered and hid 
the Holy of Holies, the sacred space in which, according to the Jewish faith, God 
was thought to dwell on Earth. Amongst the “pure virgins of the tribe of David” (61) 
brought to the temple for the task, Mary is given the purple and scarlet thread upon 
drawing her lot, in a scene which is immediately followed by the Annunciation: 
11. 1. And she took the pitcher and went out to draw water, and behold, a 
voice said, ‘Hail, highly favoured one, the Lord is with you, you are blessed 
among women.’ And she looked around to the right and to the left to see 
where this voice came from. And, trembling, she went to her house and put 
down the pitcher and took the purple and sat down on her seat and drew out 
the thread. 2. And behold, an angel of the Lord stood before her and said, 
‘Do not fear, Mary; for you have found grace before the Lord of all things and 
shall conceive by his Word.’ When she heard this she considered it and said, 
‘Shall I conceive by the Lord, the living God, and bear as every woman 
bears?’ 3. And the angel of the Lord said, ‘Not so, Mary; for the power of the 
Lord shall overshadow you; wherefore that holy one who is born of you shall 
be called the Son of the Most High. And you shall call his name Jesus; for he 
shall save his people from their sins.’ And Mary said, ‘Behold, (I am) the 
handmaid of the Lord before him: be it to me according to your word.’ 
                                                            
36 For a full listing and description of Mary’s appearances in the gospels of the Evangelists, 
see Maunder’s chapter, ‘Mary in the New Testament and Apocrypha’ (11-46) in Mary: The 
Complete Resource (2007). 
37 This has also been recognised by Ton Bradenbarg, who gives an outline of the 
development of early Marian apocrypha in his essay, ‘Saint Anne: A Holy Grandmother and 
Her Children.’ (39-41) 
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12. 1. And she made ready the purple and the scarlet and brought them to 
the priest. (61) 
 
The order in which the narrative unfolds is key here: upon hearing the voice of the 
angel, Mary immediately and seemingly inexplicably picks up her thread and sets to 
work at spinning. The text offers no explanation for her reaction; the connection 
between the angel’s words and her spinning is, rather, natural and organic. It 
implicitly suggests that the Virgin’s role in the Incarnation can only be revealed and 
confirmed through her clothwork — the task both makes her a suitable vessel for the 
Holy Child, and is even an essential prerequisite for her conception via the divine 
Word. It also, however, implies that Mary instinctually seeks out her thread as an aid 
in her reception and understanding of the angel’s revelation. The male Word, the 
divine prerogative, is met by a feminised, inherently material, and temporal 
alternative in clothwork in the apocryphal text, an alternative through which Mary is 
able to receive, interpret and, importantly, actively carry out, God’s will. The young 
Virgin importantly questions the angel; she considers his words and asks for further 
elucidation before she agrees. In readying the purple and scarlet threads and 
presenting them at the temple after agreeing “be it to me according to your word”, 
she expresses both her understanding of Gabriel’s words via the correct medium, 
and her decision to accede to the Word. She is, in this earliest extract of Marian 
apocrypha, an autonomous collaborator in the Incarnation. As a spinner, it is 
implicitly suggested that she physically and skilfully shapes and forms the Holy Child 
in her womb. Clothwork thus operates as an active, intrinsically haptic, 
hermeneutical tool for the Virgin in the apocrypha; the sensory interpretive skills of 
Eve, encoded in her distaff, are reframed as imperative to Marian virtue and, even, 
Marian authority.  
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The symbolic import of the temple veil is key to the Protevangelium’s 
representation of the Annunciation, and it is worth dwelling for a moment upon the 
veil’s significance as a woven object. According to the Old Testament, the Holy of 
Holies, covered by the veil, was contained within the Tabernacle, the movable 
abode of God on Earth and blueprint for the Jewish Temple. Exodus gives detailed 
instructions on the construction of the Tabernacle as a tent, an essentially textile 
space: “ten curtains of fine twisted linen, and violet and purple, and scarlet twice 
dyed, diversified with embroidery” (Exodus 26:1). The book goes on to describe the 
original temple veil, explaining: 
Thou shalt make also a veil of violet and purple, and scarlet twice dyed, and 
fine twisted linen, wrought with embroidered work, and goodly variety: And 
thou shalt hang it up before four pillars of setim wood, which themselves also 
shall be overlaid with gold, and shall have heads of gold, but sockets of 
silver. And the veils shall be hanged on with rings, and within it thou shalt put 
the ark of the testimony, and the sanctuary, and the holy of holies shall be 
divided with it. (Exodus 26:31-3) 
 
From the earliest days of Judeo-Christian theology, both the Tabernacle and the veil 
covering the Holy of Holies, the dwelling place of the divine, were covered and 
visually represented by cloth. It is thus apt that Mary be chosen to weave the veil for 
her temple; she becomes the creator of two earthly, fabricated, and intrinsically 
connected visual manifestations of God’s presence on Earth. 
The colour of the thread to be woven into the veil in both texts is key to its 
representation of divine presence as fleshly. The “violet and purple, and scarlet 
twice dyed” stipulated for the veil’s construction in Exodus conveys a corporeality 
which becomes imperative to the Protevangelium’s interpretation of Christ’s 
Incarnation. In opposition to our modern conception of the colours as distinct, the 
purple and scarlet hues described in Exodus and the Protevangelium were elided. 
Indeed, as F. S. Ranken has explained, “The fiery-red purple (proper) of antiquity 
had practically no resemblance as a colour to the modern purple: the latter could 
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never be described, even approximately, as ‘scarlet’.” (460) The purple thread has 
often been read as an indicator of Mary’s purported royal lineage, her descent from 
the House of David (Evangelatou 262, Ranken 460, Petzold 422); 38 however, 
although as an imperial colour, it is of course symbolic of the regal bloodline, it is 
more suggestively fleshly, bloody even, in a more literal sense. The use of the two 
colours in each passage vividly emphasises the veil’s allusion to blood, marking the 
corporeality of both the Hebrew and Christian visualisations of the divine presence. 
Yet, in the Marian apocrypha these tones assume an even richer symbolic meaning. 
The weight placed upon the Virgin’s blind selection, the emphatic stress upon her 
use of “the purple” and “the thread”, underscores its significance. Indeed, in her 
study of the veil’s iconography in Byzantine art, Maria Evangelatou describes the 
thread “as a symbol of the sacred purple of the flesh prepared for Christ in the womb 
of his mother” (265). She analyses the Byzantine iconography of the weaving Virgin 
in order to, like Gibson, posit “the Incarnation as the clothing of the Logos in the 
purple garment of the Virgin’s flesh” (266). However, such an interpretation answers 
metaphor with metaphor; the fleshly thread is implicitly analogous in the tradition to 
the organic weaving of Christ’s body itself, his textile, corporeal composition, in the 
womb. Christ is to be understood quite literally as a fabrication, woven of thread and 
blood in equal part. His flesh is not clothed, his flesh is cloth. 
In the Christian tradition, the temple veil is thus considered as a kind of 
“clothbody”, a fabric manifestation of the divine presence. The Gospels describe it 
as co-terminus with Christ, rending in two upon the moment of Christ’s crucifixion; 
as we read in the Gospel of Matthew, “when Jesus had cried out again in a loud 
                                                            
38 Ewa Kuryluk also writes that “the production of the purple fabric functions not only as an 
effective symbol of Jesus’ clothing in Mary’s flesh. It suggests the royal purple of the world’s 




voice, he gave up his spirit. At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two 
from top to bottom.” (Matthew 27:50-51)39 Scholars have interpreted this connection 
in manifold ways.40 Most significantly, Evangelatou contextualises the scene within 
the Pauline doctrine in which “the exegesis of the Temple veil as a type of Christ’s 
body is fully developed” (263).41 As she explains, “According to Paul, Christ is the 
new high priest who, through the sacrificial offering of his own blood on the cross, 
washes away the sins of mankind, and lifts the veil of the Temple so that everyone 
can enter in the true Holy of Holies and see God.” (263-4) Elsewhere in scripture, 
however, the fleshly nature of the veil is aligned more closely with its human origins. 
It visually and physically separates man and God; indeed, in Isaiah mankind is told, 
“your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins 
have hidden his face from you so that he does not hear” (Isaiah 59:2). If the veil is 
thus considered as representing man’s sins, ultimately obscuring God from view, 
Mary’s role in its production would seem to problematically implicate her in 
mankind’s fall, replicating the same model set by Eve as a clothworker. Yet, the 
apocrypha offers a different way in which to read the significance of the veil. As 
Maunder writes, “The motif of the spinning and weaving of the veil points to Mary’s 
own role as the one who will both shelter and reveal the Lord who is about to dwell 
within her” (‘The Annunciation’ 48), but it also marks the Virgin’s distinct power to 
make divine presence materially manifest through cloth. Christ’s sacrifice erased 
mankind’s sin, and Mary was key in making God visible in Christ; the act of covering 
performed by the veil is paralleled by that of visualisation integral to clothwork and 
                                                            
39 Also related in Mark 15:38, and Luke 23:45. 
40 A full summary of scholarly interpretations of the veil can be found in Daniel Gurtner, The 
Torn Veil: Matthew's Exposition of the Death of Jesus (2006). 
41 This doctrine is outlined in St. Paul’s Letter to the Hebrews, wherein he wrote, “we have as 
an anchor of the soul, sure and firm, and which entereth in even within the veil; Where the 




the Incarnation. In focusing on the cloth’s destruction as a figuration of Christ’s 
sacrifice, what scholars like Evangelatou fail to recognise is the fact that, in weaving 
the temple veil, Mary produces the object which to all intents and purposes visually 
and physically represents the divinity dwelling in the Holy of Holies; just as in giving 
birth to Christ, she delivers the earthly presence of God.42 She manifests divine 
presence through fabric not once, but twice, as the veil makes externally visible the 
textile Incarnational process occurring in her womb, and places this process at the 
very focal point of the Jewish faith, in the centre of the temple. The Protevangelium 
makes this implicitly clear by ensuring that the reader notes the Virgin is preparing 
the thread for the veil at the moment of the Annunciation, illustrating an explicit 
parallel between its production and the development and growth of the Holy Child. 
From the very origins of Marian theology, clothwork thus offered a key means by 
which to comprehend the physicality of God’s earthly presence, and understand the 
Virgin’s role in the conception and birth of the Son of God. 
 The Protevangelium’s use of clothwork as a hermeneutical tool in the 
interpretation of Christ’s Incarnation continued to be a key aspect of Mariology as it 
was to develop in the early centuries of Christianity. In particular, the writings of 
Proclus of Constantinople (d.446) explicitly drew upon the motif. Indeed, the 
Patriarch of Constantinople’s sermons have been regarded as marking the 
beginnings of High Mariology (Beattie 102). Significantly, Proclus was a firm 
supporter of Mary’s veneration as Theotokos (Mother of God), affirmed as her 
rightful title across Christendom at the Council of Ephesus (431) in opposition to the 
teachings of Nestorius, the subsequently discredited Archbishop of Constantinople, 
                                                            
42 For further recognitions of the connection between the destruction of the veil and Christ’s 
body see also Gibson’s brief discussion of “the foreshadowing of the motif of the Temple 
veil” (‘The Thread of Life’ 50), and Kuryluk’s work on the Veronica, in which she highlights 
the veil as a symbol of Christ, writing, “The death of a Man-God, whose side is torn apart by 
the lance of the centurion, equals cloth destruction.” (187) 
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who argued that she should simply be understood as Christotokos (Mother of 
Jesus).43 This distinction is imperative to our understanding of Mary’s authority. 
Emphasising her position as the mother of God himself, as co-creator of the Son, 
the title Theotokos insists upon her role in the divine Incarnation, rather than simple 
procreation, investing the Holy Mother with a much greater degree of authority. Most 
significantly, Proclus’ theological writings rely upon the Marian weaving motif as a 
means of illustrating and elucidating Mary’s sanctity as Theotokos. In his Homily I he 
refers to Mary as “the purest fleece drenched with the rain which came down from 
heaven, whereby the shepherd clothed himself with the sheep” (137), using the 
metaphor of wool to illustrate the flesh which she shared and gave to Christ as his 
mother. He expands upon this metaphor, describing her as: 
the only bridge for God to mankind; the awesome loom of the divine 
economy on which the robe of union was ineffably woven. The loom-worker 
was the Holy Spirit; the wool-worker the overshadowing power from on high. 
The wool was the ancient fleece of Adam; the interlocking thread the 
spotless flesh of the Virgin. The weaver’s shuttle was propelled by the 
immeasurable grace of him who wore the robe; the artisan was the Word 
who entered in through her sense of hearing. (137) 
 
This metaphor allows Proclus to explain his theology of the Incarnation: in this 
schemata, Mary physically provides the thread — the matter — for Christ’s earthly 
body. This matter is in a sense doubly conceived of as inherently feminine, as both 
the flesh of Mary’s body, and as the material used in clothwork — women’s work. 
Indeed, the passage follows the Aristotelian conception of procreation, which was to 
remain pervasive throughout the Middle Ages. In Aristotle’s physiology, “the physical 
part, the body, comes from the female, and the Soul from the male, since the Soul is 
the essence of a particular body” (40). In the following centuries, Isidore of Seville 
(560-636) expanded this theory in terms particularly relevant to Proclus’ metaphor, 
                                                            




explaining, “A mother [mater] is so called because from her something is made: for 
‘mother’ [mater] is as it were the ‘matter’ [materia], while the father is the cause.” 
(44) In Proclus’ theology, Mary thus follows the traditional role of women in 
procreation, providing the physical, corporeal matter, while the Holy Spirit is the key 
shaping agency in its development. Christ thus assumes “the ancient fleece of 
Adam” through Mary, who appears as an essential yet passive force. 
 The biological conception of maternity encoded within Proclus’ theology was 
central to what has been described as the “patriarchal institution of motherhood” 
(Johnson 33) in the Late Antique period and the Middle Ages. Indeed, these 
discourses aptly illustrate the androcentric “language of the symbolic” (31-2) as 
defined by McAvoy. However, just as Eve’s antifeminist association with the sensory 
came to convey her capacity for spiritual understanding and devotion, so too does 
Mary’s maternity, and again through the very clothwork medium at the centre of 
Proclus’ metaphor. The use of fabric as a tool to explore the divine act of creation 
and to encode a form of devotional care acclaims women’s ability to give life, 
celebrating motherhood as a conscious, and skilful, act of craft. In the 
Protevangelium, and the apocryphal tradition it inspired, Mary is imagined as more 
than simply Proclus’ loom. She is herself the loom-worker, the active artist who 
physically works with her material, consciously and with agency shaping the Holy 
Child, as the weaver with artistry and precision executes their tapestry. 
 
Marian Clothwork in Anglo-Saxon England 
 
 The rich tradition established by these early Christian writings took a strong 
root in Anglo-Saxon England. Perhaps surprisingly, however, the conception of the 
divine presence as a fabric presence in Old English literature appeared first not in 
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conjunction with notions of Marian clothwork, but in reference to the Holy 
Tabernacle. We find ourselves again turning to Bede, looking to his work On the 
Tabernacle, likely written c.721-5 (Holder xvi). As Arthur G. Holder explains in the 
‘Introduction’ to his translation of the work, we can find very little theological 
discussion of the Mosaic tabernacle in the Latin patristic tradition, and this is, in part, 
what makes Bede’s exegesis on the Tabernacle so remarkable (xxi). Indeed, the 
work proved influential throughout the medieval period, and Holder details evidence 
of copies to be found in libraries across Europe in the ninth century, as well as its 
revival and increasing popularity in the twelfth century (xxii).44 Most importantly, for 
the purposes of this chapter, Bede’s exegesis on the Holy Tabernacle relied upon, 
and co-opted as it were, the very textile hermeneutic which we have unpacked in the 
early Christian works in its exploration of a specifically male theology. 
 Despite the wealth of academic discussion surrounding his work, fabric’s 
significance as a signifier in Bede’s commentary has only been noted somewhat 
obliquely to date, and never to my knowledge considered as an exploration of the 
Tabernacle’s fabrication of divine presence.45 In On the Tabernacle, Bede dwells 
                                                            
44 As Holder relates, while evidence in England is thin (the consequence of the Danish 
invasions), copies could be found at Fleury, Saint Martin’s at Tours, Saint Emmeram, Saint 
Gall, Reichenau, Lorsch, Salvatorstifi at Wiirzburg, and Freising (xxii). Regarding its twelfth-
century renaissance, as it were, he explains, “The two commentaries on the tabernacle by 
Peter of Celle (c.1115-1183) and the one written by Peter of Poitiers (1193-1205) are 
dependent on Bede for much of their material; the second treatise On the Tabernacle by 
Peter of Celle is little more than an abbreviated para-phrase of Bede. Like their eighth-
century predecessor, both of these two authors concentrated on allegorical interpretation of 
the tabernacle as a figure of Christ and the Church.” (xxii) 
45 The topic is not addressed in the several fascinating scholarly works on Bede’s 
Tabernacle we have. These include Scott DeGregorio’s discussion of the text in ‘Bede and 
the Old Testament’, which does mention Bede’s discussion of vestments as a means to 
“admonish the spiritual leaders of his day” (137); Michelle P. Brown’s treatment of the 
material culture of Wearmouth-Jarrow, in which she only mentions the text in relation to “his 
fascinations with the symbolic proportions, fittings and implements of sacred architecture” 
(‘Bede’s Life in Context’ 21); Jennifer O’Rielly’s excellent exploration of Bede’s exegesis in 
History, Hagiography and Biblical Exegesis: Essays on Bede, Adomnán and Thomas Becket 
(2019); and Conor O’Brien’s illuminating discussion of Bede’s exploration of the temple as a 
figure of Christ’s body, which instead dwells upon “the incorruptible wood of the ark covered 
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extensively on the fabric, material status of the Tabernacle related in Exodus. He 
considers the material construction of the sanctuary as an analogy for the creation 
of a space for spirituality and devotion within the Christian individual, explaining that: 
All these things that the Lord directed to be offered to him in a material 
fashion for the making of a sanctuary by the people of earlier times should 
also be offered with spiritual understanding by us who desire to be the 
spiritual children of Israel (that is, imitators of the people who saw God). For 
it is through freewill oblations of this sort that we may merit for him to make 
in us a sanctuary for himself and that he may deign to abide in our midst, 
that is to say, that he may consecrate a dwelling place for himself in our 
hearts. (8) 
 
The material act of the Jewish people in constructing the Tabernacle is, in Bede’s 
interpretation, to be transformed by the eighth-century Christian into an act of 
introspective piety, a preparation for the reception of divine grace within ourselves. 
In order to do so, however, we must learn to find meaning in the “material fashion” of 
the biblical text; we must learn to read scripture through a textile hermeneutic. Only 
in doing so, according to Bede, can we learn to “imitate the material ornamentation 
of the tabernacle or temple by the devout and pure adornment of heart and body” 
(46). 
 Throughout his discussion, Bede unpacks and finds spiritual significance in 
the symbolic qualities of the Exodus passage in extremely close detail. He finds 
varied and multiple meanings in the “ten curtains of fine twisted linen, and violet and 
purple, and scarlet twice dyed, diversified with embroidery” (Exodus 26:1), 
elucidating, for example, the “scarlet twice dyed when we burn with a double love 
(that is, for God and neighbour); fine linen when we shine. with chastity of the flesh” 
(9) and expounding that: 
                                                            
with gold inside and out as the spotless humanity of Christ entirely filled with his divinity” 
(110), and does explore the work’s discussion of the vestments of Jewish priests (115-8). 
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the four just characteristics of the elect are expressed in these four colours of 
the curtains: in fine linen, the purified flesh that is shining with chastity; in 
blue, the mind that is desiring things above; in purple, the flesh that is subject 
to afflictions; in scarlet twice dyed, the mind that in the midst of afflictions is 
shining with the love of God and neighbour. (48-50) 
 
For Bede, the holy fabric of the Tabernacle is laden with spiritual import, with both 
the cleansed and chaste physical body and the scriptural interpretive qualities, the 
mind “shining with the love of God and neighbour”, of the devout Christian. The 
fabric’s hermeneutical qualities are located in its status as at once a fleshly, physical 
object, and an abstracted symbol, inscribed with the potential for spiritual exegesis. 
 In relying upon cloth’s potency as a hermeneutical tool, Bede’s writing on the 
Tabernacle takes fabric, the product of traditionally feminine endeavour and skill, 
and co-opts it as a symbol in the sign system of the distinctly patriarchal priesthood. 
We find the practical protection against the elements offered by the fabric coverings 
of the Tabernacle compared to the guidance offered Christians by the early Church 
Fathers: 
They must be aided by the heavenly life of [their teachers], which will enable 
them to make use of a silent text just as if it were a tongue that is always 
alive. For the coverings repel rains, resist storms, hold off the heat of the 
sun, and boldly drive away all adversities on the outside so that the beauty of 
the curtains on the inside might remain undefiled when Augustine removes 
all the poisons of the heretics which have been able to disturb faith,’ when 
Gregory unravels those temptations of the ancient enemy that assail good 
morals, when Cyprian strengthens the weak with pious exhortations lest they 
should waver in the face of martyrdom, and when other venerable bishops 
and teachers ward off every temptation that has been disturbing the Church 
for a long time and with skilful scrutiny look out for everything that may be 
conducive to its salvation. (62-3) 
 
The passage draws an analogy between the Church Fathers’ instruction on the 
interpretation of the “silent text” of scripture and the physical care offered by the 
cloth coverings. Cloth, not simply the text itself, is positioned alongside the patristic 
theologians Augustine, Gregory, and Cyprian as a mediator and guide in the 
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interpretation of divine truth. The nurture provided through fabric, the physical care 
so typically allocated as feminine, is assimilated within the emphatically masculine 
textual tradition of scriptural writing, the tradition of which Bede’s own work is part. 
Bede’s work thus encodes an important recognition of the hermeneutical value of 
cloth in the interpretation of the divine presence, albeit a recognition which 
reinforces patriarchal hegemony over the textile sign system. Yet, despite the 
influence of the commentary, the figure of Mary loomed large in Anglo-Saxon 
England, maintaining a firm grasp on this application of this hermeneutic to her 
Son’s incarnate body. 
 The association between the Virgin and weaving established in the 
Protevangelium and developed by Proclus continued to influence Marian devotional 
literature as it advanced in England. In fact, in many ways the England of the Anglo-
Saxon period, and indeed of the later Middle Ages, was ahead of Western Europe in 
terms of veneration of the Virgin. As Gibson explains, “The Marian fervor that we 
associate today with Italy or Spain — or link with the Gothic cathedrals of Our Lady 
that glorified the plains and the Capetian politics of medieval France — was in the 
Middle Ages of English renown.” (The Theatre of Devotion 138) Indeed, Old English 
documentation reveals the establishment of feast days celebrating her Conception 
and Presentation respectively in advance of their commemoration on the Continent 
(Clayton, Apocryphal Gospels of Mary 114; Boyarin 2). As early as the tenth 
century, we find references to the typological connection between Mary and Eve 
framed through the clothwork paradigm. The Blickling Homilies (c.971), the earliest 
extant collection of homiletic texts written in Old English, explore Christ’s Incarnation 
through an explicit and extended comparison between the two women, following 
patristic tradition in stipulating that, “the misery of Eve was purged through the 
immaculate Virgin” (5). In this sermon on ‘The Incarnation of the Lord’ we find 
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evidence that the Marian clothwork motif established by the Protevangelium was 
known at this point in England. The text shows an awareness of the woven status of 
the Holy Tabernacle, stipulating that Christ was borne in “the tabernacle of your 
womb” (5) in its address to the Virgin Mary, and goes on to partake of the linguistic 
tradition of the “garment of the Incarnation” in explaining, “The Lord in the chamber 
of the Virgin, in that appropriate throne, took on a bodily garment of His divinity.” (7) 
Like the Holy Tabernacle, the sermon implies that the woven space of the Virgin’s 
womb housed the Lord. Garment and body are closely aligned in the prose; the 
distinction between the two collapsed as thread and blood unite in the Christ Child. 
The Protevangelium proper, however, was introduced to England via another 
apocryphal text: The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew. Also known by the title On the 
Birth of Saint Mary and written at some point between the years 550 and 700, the 
Gospel reworked the legend related by the Protevangelium, and in fact gained 
greater currency than its source text in the Western Church. Most significantly, three 
versions of the text translated into English remain extant today, the earliest dating 
from the eleventh century (Clayton, Apocryphal Gospels of Mary 117-120). The 
Anglo-Saxon narrative expands on the Protevangelium’s depiction of Mary as a 
weaver, explaining that: 
She grew up and was perfected in the excellence of good virtues, and she at 
once engaged in good weaving, more than any of those, women and virgins, 
who were older. […] And she set herself a holy rule, so that she used to 
remain at her holy prayers from the first hour of the day until the third hour, 
and from the third hour until the ninth hour at her weaving. (177) 
 
Not only does Mary partake in the weaving of the temple veil in this narrative, but 
weaving is incorporated into her pattern of daily devotional practices; indeed, as 
Clayton and de Visscher have observed, her clothwork is integral to her formation of 
a monastic rule (Clayton Apocryphal Gospels of Mary 20; de Visscher 189) Weaving 
is, significantly, more important than prayer, this rule implies – while the Virgin 
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spends only three hours in prayer, she devotes six to her clothwork. She, quite 
literally, fabricates her own form of devotion. The Gospel omits any mention of 
weaving at the Annunciation, offering a different, but equally intriguing, passage 
concerning her marriage to Joseph: 
Then Joseph received Mary with five other virgins who were given as a help 
to her in Joseph’s home. They were called as follows – Becca first, Sephira, 
Susanna, Abugea and Sehel – and the bishop gave them all fine cloth of silk 
and of various kinds to weave a curtain for the temple. Then Mary received 
fine white cloth to weave and the others [received] various kinds. Then they 
talked amongst themselves in sport and said as follows: ‘You, who can 
weave fine white cloth, are the youngest of us, and you can be our queen’. 
(185) 
 
More explicitly perhaps than in the Protevangelium, Mary’s ability to weave is 
described here in the Gospel as integral to her virtue. The narrative adheres most 
particularly to androcentric language surrounding women’s worth, referring to the 
whiteness of the cloth, its spotlessness, as denoting the purity of her virginity, and 
explicitly alluding to her status as Queen of Heaven. Indeed, the shift in this passage 
correlates with the description of Anglo-Saxon queens as “peace-weavers”. While 
making these changes, offering a series of events different from those found in the 
Protevangelium, the Gospel nonetheless endeavours to connect Christ’s conception 
to clothwork. Crucially, the Angel Gabriel appears at this moment, as Mary’s 
superiority has been perceived and declared in relation to her weaving of the temple 
veil, maintaining the same connection between her role as Mother of God and 
clothworker. 
An important addition, however, to the Old English text is that Mary’s 
authority and power, as recognised through the cloth, is significantly verbal and 
vocal. Alongside the description of her holy rule, her “good weaving” (177), we are 
told, “no one saw her angry or speaking ill or cursing nor did anyone hear an evil 
word come from her mouth. But her words were full of the grace of God, and in her 
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heart she contemplated the wisdom of God’s books.” (177-9) Her clothworking and 
reading, textile and textual prowess, are emphasised likewise as key to her virtue. 
This is in stark contrast to the values reflected, for example, in ‘Maxim I’ of the 
Exeter Book, in which if we recall it was stated “A damsel it beseems to be at her 
board” (132), while “A rambling woman scatters words.” (133) The Anglo-Saxon 
narrative therefore replicates the conceptual alignment between childbirth and 
clothwork to recognise even more overtly the Virgin’s interpretation of, and role in, 
promulgating the divine Word through verbal agency.  
Although she is not always overtly represented with the degree of verbal 
power she displays in the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, Mary continues to weave the 
temple veil in the centuries following the Norman Conquest, and in her weaving we 
find this authority latent, coded within textiles’ textual capacity. In the late thirteenth-
century South English Nativity of Mary and Christ, for example, we likewise find her 
working the veil with the purple thread of the Protevangelium (204-220), and 
following her daily rule in spinning or weaving until midday (111-116), as stipulated 
by the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew. Furthermore, as Gibson has explored, 
references to the Incarnational miracle through the metaphor of clothing recur in the 
East Anglian drama from this period. To give one instance, the Towneley Crucifixion 
depicts the Virgin weeping at the foot of the cross: 
To deth my dere is dryffen. 
His robe is all to-ryffen 
That of me was hym gyffen, 
And shapen with my sydys. (404-7) 
 
However, even here we find a garment and flesh so closely aligned and elided; 
Christ’s robe and body torn like the temple veil. Indeed, Gibson aligns the plays with 
Lydgate’s Marian epic, The Life of Our Lady (c.1416), bringing us to the next key 
text in our exploration of the motif.  
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John Lydgate’s Life of Our Lady 
 
This blisfull tyme of the Natyuyte,  
Of yonge Ioseph, The coote polymete,  
Wrought by power of all the trynyte,  
Within the closet of chosin chastite,  
Performede was, and by noo hande of man, 
As Alysaundre wel reherse can, 
 
With-in his boke, made in speciall  
On cantica, as ye may Rede and see.  
The which clothe of purpur moste Ryall,  
Hewede with clennesse of virgynyte,  
This day hathe shewede in our humanyte  
The godhede hole, for by this clothe is mente  
Of our kynde the frele garnemente. (Lydgate, The Life of Our Lady 772-784) 
 
This passage, derived from one of the many narrative deviations in John 
Lydgate’s Life of Our Lady, tells of one of Joseph’s prophesies. On touching the 
clothes of his son, Joseph foretells the coming of Christ via analogy with his famous 
multi-coloured coat. It might appear strange to begin a discussion of Mary’s 
significance within the poem via a male-focused narrative, but this complex extract 
is in many ways key to the representation of Mary as both weaver and Christ’s 
mother, and of Christ himself as a cloth, which is so central to Lydgate’s poem. This 
coat, conceived by the power and agency of God and “Hewede with clennesse of 
virgynyte” becomes a symbol of humanity, of the material and temporal state which 
Christ assumed in becoming man. This alignment of cloth and humanity is central to 
the text’s exposition of Christ as a clothwork through Mary’s weaving. In assuming 
mankind’s form, as I shall explain, Lydgate’s poem not only implicitly but explicitly 
posits him as a clothwork, to be understood and adored through terms which are at 
once both textual and textile.  
Even amidst the growing interest which his still relatively marginalised poetry 
has received in more recent years, Lydgate’s Life of Our Lady has received little 
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attention in contemporary academic discourse.46 Extant in forty-two manuscripts 
today, the 5932 line poem was extremely popular in its day, but only one edition of 
the text currently exists in publication (Pearsall 285; Bale 76-7).47 Once regarded as 
“lacking in taste and excessively lengthy” (Schirmer 40), with the increasing 
attention paid to his work in more recent decades, a small selection of scholars 
including Derek Pearsall, Anthony Bale, and Philippa Hardman have made attempts 
to reclaim its status within the canon of English religious poetry. As Pearsall claimed 
in his study of Lydgate’s work, published in 1970, “It is certainly one of the finest 
pieces of religious poetry in English, and its present availability in one scarce and 
difficult edition is a peculiar commentary on our attitudes to Lydgate.” (285) It is as 
an intensely religious, exegetical piece of work that this chapter will unpack its lyrical 
and metaphorically rich reflection of Marian clothwork as key in its conception of the 
Virgin’s role in Christ’s Incarnation; of the material, symbolic status of Christ’s 
humanity; and of women’s agency in devotion. As Bale explains, Lydgate’s epic 
work “can be seen as leading, rather than reflecting, late medieval Mariology. 
Rhapsodic, visionary and often infectiously joyful, Life of Our Lady demands to be 
taken seriously as a work both of spiritual intensity and literary creativity.” (76-7) It is 
a rich narrative, which warrants and deserves wider, more varied critical discussion. 
A literary patchwork that self-consciously draws upon the writings of a myriad 
of theologians, including Augustine, Bernard of Clairvaux, Anselm, Pseudo-
Bonaventure, and Ambrose, The Life of Our Lady is an unusual narrative whose 
generic definition has long eluded and puzzled those scholars who have tackled it. A 
                                                            
46 Much of this increased interest in Lydgate’s work focuses on his political affiliations. For 
example, see Reginald Webber, Late Medieval Benedictine Anxieties and the Politics of 
John Lydgate (2008); Maura Nolan, John Lydgate and the Making of Public Culture (2005); 
and John Lydgate: Poetry, Culture, and Lancastrian England (2006), edited by Larry Scanlon 
and James Simpson. 
47 Joseph A. Lauritis, Ralph A. Klinefelter and Vernon F. Gallagher’s A Critical Edition of 
John Lydgate's Life of Our Lady, published by Duquesne University Press in 1961. 
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core aspect of the text’s elusiveness lies in its complex structure. Beginning with the 
birth of the Virgin Mary, it does not follow through to her death, as its hagiographical 
title would suggest; rather, Lydgate closes his poem with the events of Candlemas, 
or the Feast of the Purification (the 2nd of February). Scholars have variously 
questioned this abrupt ending; indeed, Pearsall concludes that the poem is 
unfinished (285), while Hardman has convincingly outlined its primary concern with 
Christ’s Incarnation, and adherence to a structure based on Marian Feast Days 
(260). Hardman’s argument is persuasive, yet may be more fully grasped with a 
better understanding of Lydgate’s sources. While virtually all discussions of the 
poem note the enormously influential fourteenth-century Meditationes de Vita Christi 
of Pseudo-Bonaventure as a key source, the scarcity of research in this area has 
been noted; as Bale explains, “Lydgate’s poem is in no way a ‘simple’ or direct 
translation from any Latin source, and much work remains to be done on the poem’s 
literary background and its medieval reception.” (76) In her works, Gibson has 
importantly recognised the poem’s reference to the spinning virgin trope established 
by the Protevangelium (The Theatre of Devotion 164; ‘The Thread of Life’ 48), and 
indeed the narrative’s scope aligns it closely with the Protevangelium and the 
Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, marking its shared concern with the subject of Mary’s 
role in Christ’s Incarnation. It is important to note that, in contrast, other Middle 
English lives of the Virgin — such as The Middle English Prose Complaint of Our 
Lady and The Life of Oure Lady — do extend to Mary’s death and Assumption, 
belief in which is known to have been introduced to England by the beginning of the 
eighth century at least (Clayton, Apocryphal Gospels of Mary 115). This fact makes 
the parallel between Lydgate’s texts and the earlier apocrypha all the more striking, 
emphasising Hardman’s argument that, “The structural inconsistencies of Lydgate's 
Life of Our Lady can thus be seen in terms of the purpose of the whole work as a 
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representation of transformation: an enactment of the significance of the 
Incarnation.” (256) Indeed, Lydgate’s Life of Our Lady both draws and elaborates 
upon the Marian discourses surrounding clothwork established in the 
Protevangelium and The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew — discourses also significantly 
absent in the Meditationes — in telling ways. A new textile reading of the poem, I 
argue, highlighting these apocrypha as his likely sources and, placing it within a 
greater continuum of Marian clothwork, unlocks the very structural oddities and 
complexities which have so perplexed Lydgate scholars. As in these narratives, 
Lydgate’s Life enters into this Marian discourse surrounding clothwork; however, he 
expands the iconography, partaking of this textile hermeneutic by exploring Christ’s 
incarnate body even more explicitly as a woven entity. While advocating a silent, 
submissive Virgin, his words are undercut by the clothworking motif, and we find 
encoded in the narrative a fascinating representation of Mary’s potency. 
It is important to note firstly that Lydgate’s writing elsewhere upholds the very 
repressive, androcentric ideologies which so often contained and relegated women 
through clothwork. One poem in particular, ‘A Balade: Warning Men to Beware of 
Deceitful Women’, clearly illustrates the extent of his antifeminism. Written to warn 
lovers (young men, to be specific) of “wommannes traitory” (48) and deceit, the 
poem offers a view of women’s weaving which stands in opposition to Mary’s 
virtuous clothwork. “Women, of kinde, have condicions three” (29), the speaker 
explains:  
The first is, that they be fulle of deceit;  
To spinne also hit is hir propertee;  
And women have a wonderful conceit,  
They wepen ofte, and al is but a sleight. (30-3) 
 
Spinning in this instance is explicitly associated with storytelling, but with tales of 
falsehood and pretence, designed to deceive. Albeit as an example from a different 
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literary genre, clothwork is used here to illustrate the dangers of female vocality. 
Incorporated as a symbol of male, antifeminist sentiment and culture, the analogy 
reinforces androcentric insecurities concerning the scrambling or redefinition of sign 
systems, as we have seen, facilitated by textiles as a hermeneutical tool. 
Significantly, this concern with women’s vocal expression remains pervasive in The 
Life of Our Lady, while the more empowered connotations of the weaving Virgin 
motif remain encoded, seemingly unnoticed. 
At surface level in the Life, Lydgate ensures that his Virgin complies with the 
rules concerning vocality that lay at the centre of the conventional patriarchal 
dominance of ecclesiastical culture. Indeed, Mary’s quietness and adherence to 
male instruction is made clear throughout the narrative. We are told: 
neuer man sawe, this mayde wrothe  
But ever meke, and full of paciens  
Of hert clenne, and pure in conscience  
This lif she ledde, and as bokes teche  
Of wordes fewe, and wondre softe of speche (262-6) 
 
Her meek quietness in the presence of men specifically marks her as a non-
transgressive woman here. As we have seen, Pauline doctrine emphasised silence 
as a female virtue; in his first letter to Timothy, St. Paul prefaced his discussion of 
Eve’s transgression with the statement, “Let the woman learn in silence with all 
subjection”, explaining, “I suffer not women to teach, not to usurp authority over the 
man, but to be in silence.” (1 Timothy 2:11-12) This view was taken up by 
theologians such as St. John Chrysostom (c.347-407), who went as far as to state 
in his homily on the letter that, “The extent of the silence required of women is that 
they are not to speak even of spiritual matters, let alone worldly ones, in the 
church.” (59) Indeed, while Lydgate’s Mary speaks, her words are few, and the 
poem makes sure to explain that: 
she sequestrede, hir opynnyon  
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Fro all the worlde, and let it playnely gon  
So hole to god, she gaffe hir hert alone (1086-8) 
 
What words the Virgin does offer are not uttered with the intention of putting forward 
an argument, or setting out an “opynnyon” that might instruct. Actively withholding, 
sequestering her views, Lydgate’s Virgin lives a withdrawn existence, placing herself 
wholly under divine authority. It is within this context that the Marian weaving trope 
offers a coded means by which to illustrate and share a more authoritative position 
for women within Christian culture. The miracle of the Incarnation opens up space 
for Marian, feminine, power in the text, an opportunity for the Virgin to find autonomy 
and agency from within the norms of patriarchal culture via the very textile 
hermeneutic and framework which we traced in the Protevangelium. 
 In writing of Mary’s virtue and devotion, Lydgate follows the monastic 
emphasis of the Pseudo-Matthew. Indeed, he speaks explicitly of “hir Rull” (246), 
explaining; 
Fro day to day, this holy mayde enter  
Fro prime at morowe, by continuance  
To thre at bell to be in hir prayer  
And till the sonne was at mydday spere  
On golde and silke and on wolleȝ softe  
With hir handys, she wolde wyrke ofte (247-52) 
 
Adhering to a religious rule of her own making, Mary’s devotion (as in the Old 
English Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew) is fabricated, equally constituted of prayer and 
weaving work. As we saw in the Old English version, this clothwork is elevated and 
aligned with prayer, and it signifies her ability to produce Christ in a sense. She 
weaves with resplendent gold and silk here — precious matter, material suitably 
prefiguring the treasured child she will bear.  
 However, while in the Pseudo-Matthew Mary weaves the temple veil with 
“fine white cloth”, figuring both her purity and that of the Holy Child, in Lydgate’s 
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version, as in the Protevangelium, she works with “purpyll silke, […] By graciouse 
happe, of sort withouten sight” (789-90). The Middle English poet offers a long and 
full explanation for this, explaining: 
The whiche colour, of custome and of Right 
 
To noon estate, kyndely is fittyng  
Of dewte to speke, in speciall  
But to thestate, onely of a kyng  
So þat noo wight, but of the stokke royall  
By statute olde, this colour vse shall  
For by olde tyme, ye shulde noo man seen  
In purpyll cladde putt onely, kyng or qwene 
 
Wherfore the sorte, full rightfully is falle  
Verrely by dewe disposicion  
Vpon marye that to forne thayme alle  
By lyne right, is descended downe  
Of blode Royall, and by election  
Of god above, was Ichosyn forto been  
For hir meryte, of hevyn and erthe the qwene (791-805). 
 
In choosing to return to the tradition outlined by the Protevangelium, Lydgate 
emphasises Mary’s regal bloodline, drawing an inseparable connection between her 
material work and her fleshly state. Unlike the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, wherein 
her queenliness is bound up in her ability as a weaver, in this version the Holy 
Virgin’s sanctity, her right to be mother of God, is a blood right, evidenced in her 
weaving of the sacred silk. This connection, between thread and blood, is a central 
and pervasive theme in Lydgate’s poem, as he takes up and expands the tradition 
set out by the Protevangelium. 
 Indeed, Lydgate not only follows a tradition in which Mary’s weaving is 
symbolic of her role in Christ’s Incarnation, but builds upon this tradition in an 
exposition of Christ himself as a clothwork which has no parallel in either of his 
earlier sources. In the verses immediately following his explication of Mary’s birth 
right, he explains; 
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 And modir eke, as ye shall aftir here  
Of thelke kyng þat all was cladde in Rede  
Of purpill hewe, bothe face and chere  
Downe to the foote, from his blissed hede  
Whan he of purpill, dyd his baner sprede  
On Calvery abrode, vpon the Rode  
To save mankynde, whan he schede his bloode (806-12) 
 
At the Crucifixion, Christ is described here as bearing on his face and body the very 
red, of a purple hue, that Mary wove with. The image is expanded: not only has the 
silk’s dye given him his fleshly colour, but Christ himself is imagined as a banner, his 
body on the cross a work of cloth signifying his sacrifice and message of 
redemption. In this sense, Christ’s body is to be interpreted and engaged with, read 
as it were, as a banner. His body, his message, thus performs as an inherently 
feminised woven product, wrought by no man’s hand. Lydgate continues: 
 And of this purpill, that I of spake to forne  
I fynde playnely, how that Marye wrought  
Thylke vayle that was in tweyn torne  
The same houre whan he so dere vs bought  
Loo howe þat godd in his eternall thought  
Provydede hathe, by Iust purvyaunce  
The purpull silke, vnto his moders chaunce. (813-9) 
 
This passage brings together and aligns Christ’s death and the destruction of the 
temple veil; however, it brings further significance to the scene. As the veil, an object 
symbolic of Christ’s birth through Mary, is destroyed, another sign, equally 
understood as Mary’s product, is created: the sign of Christ as a banner. The 
corporeality of Christ’s divine presence, at the Nativity and at the Crucifixion, is a 
state of textile materiality and fleshliness. The Virgin’s clothwork is persistently the 
symbol and signifier of the cycle of creation and sacrifice which is so key to the 
Christian narrative and worldview. 
If we reconsider Joseph’s prophecy at this point, the significance of 
Lydgate’s use of cloth becomes clearer. In stating, “by this clothe is mente / Of our 
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kynde the frele garnemente”, Joseph uses the materiality of cloth, man’s ability to 
assume and discard garments, to explain Christ’s assumption of humanity. 
However, he extends this further; cloth and flesh are elided as the reader is asked to 
interpret the material as constitutive of Christ’s earthly existence. The simple binary 
of artist and material, divine and human, put forward by Proclus is obfuscated here, 
and Mary’s role in this is key. While in Proclus, as we have seen, God is understood 
as the “loom-worker”, the “artisan” and bearer of creative power, and the Virgin 
offers “the interlocking thread” or flesh needed for Christ’s body, in Lydgate these 
roles are exchanged. God “Provydede hathe, by Iust purvyaunce / The purpull silke”, 
which Mary works and shapes “With hir handys” to form the temple veil. A subtle 
inversion of the traditional Aristotelian physiology upheld by Proclus’ use of the 
metaphor, Lydgate’s narrative posits Mary as more than simply a material source for 
Christ’s earthly form. Rather, she is active in her role as Theotokos, not simply 
passive matter for shaping. We are reminded of Solomon’s Ode 19, and indeed in 
Lydgate’s Annunciation it is repeatedly emphasised that she assumed the role of 
“goddys hande mayde, in full lawe manere” (506) — a role which is far from inert, 
but suggests a form of active obedience.  
It is worth dwelling for a moment on the fact that this kind of creative agency 
was bound up with the potential for subversion, and regarded with suspicion during 
the Middle Ages. The motif effectively undermines the traditional Aristotelian sexual 
hierarchy upheld by the Christian Church during the medieval period. As Thomas 
Aquinas wrote in his Summa Theologiae (1265-74), in ordinary human procreation, 
as well as the divine Incarnation, the “unformed” matter “receives its form only by 
means of the power which is contained in the father’s seed” (149). Thus, “the father, 
as the active partner, is a principle in a higher way than the mother, who supplies 
the passive or material element. And so, speaking per se, the father should be loved 
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the more.” (149)48 It is important to note that Aristotle’s theory was prefaced by the 
statement that, “the female is as it were a deformed male; and the menstrual 
discharge is semen, though in an impure condition; i.e. it lacks one constituent, and 
one only, the principle of Soul” (40). Aristotelian physiology thus posited deformity 
as endemic to the female state, rooted as it were in a perceived inability to exercise 
the shaping agency, to impart the soul, which is innate to masculinity. However, far 
from removing this deformity, the notion of a woman exercising this kind of shaping 
power was paradoxically equated with further monstrosity during the Middle Ages. 
Discourses surrounding women’s menstruation and monstrous births, for example, 
make this clear. Pseudo-Albertus Magnus’ influential treatise De Secretis Mulierum 
(On the Secrets of Women), written in the late thirteenth century, tells us: 
It is harmful to have sexual intercourse with these women, because children 
who are conceived tend to have epilepsy and leprosy because menstrual 
matter is extremely venomous. […] This also frequently causes cancer in the 
male member. (129-31)  
 
Such commentaries suggest that women’s “impure” semen could harmfully shape 
and deform the child in the womb, and indeed harm the male partner. 
In working “With hir handys” to form the temple veil, just as she shapes the 
Christ Child in her womb, Mary enacts the very shaping power so stigmatised in 
such texts. Quietly subversive (quite literally silenced, as we have seen, by 
Lydgate), clothwork becomes her means of exerting great devotional power, 
performing as the active partner in the Incarnation. Reading Lydgate’s Marian epic 
through the framework of a textile hermeneutic thus illuminates the narrative’s rich 
complexities, and indeed offers a new means by which to locate empowering 
models of feminine devotion in the clerical, typically antifeminist work of the Middle 
English writer. So overlooked in scholarly discussion, fabric is key to the narrative’s 
                                                            
48 See Summa Theologiae: Volume 34, Charity, 2a2ae.26.II. 
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treatment of Incarnational theology, a symbol of the Virgin’s rich spiritual agency and 
power in childbirth. 
 
The Life of the Virgin in Middle English 
 
From the mid-thirteenth century onwards in England, manuscript evidence 
suggests a significant increase of interest in the life of the Virgin, particularly as a 
clothworker. Gibson approaches Lydgate’s work from the direction of his status as 
an East Anglian writer, suggestively arguing that the narrative’s exploration of the 
textile significance of the Incarnation was driven in great part by the cloth trade for 
which East Anglia was so famous during this period (The Theatre of Devotion 
155).49 Indeed, the concept that the region’s interest in the Virgin’s clothwork was 
due in part to its identity as a region associated with cloth production is logical. 
However, the metaphor’s prevalence extends far beyond the locale of East Anglia in 
the south of England more broadly, as indicated by the rich tradition of Middle 
English writing on the topic. Extant today, we have a broad selection of Marian 
lyrics, miracle tales, hagiographies, and even a mystery play, in Middle English from 
this period in which the Virgin’s role as a clothworker recurs as commonplace.50 As 
de Visscher explains: 
While the preoccupation with Mary’s body persists, we do see, from the 
twelfth century, a clear development in biblical commentary, poetry and 
religious culture overall towards meditation upon her experiences and 
emotions, and eager identification with her as a human being. This correlates 
                                                            
49 Gibson explains, “The devotional importance of the Incarnation within Mary’s virginal 
womb is given further elaboration in the plays of the N-Town cycle compilation through an 
iconographic sign that is bound, not unexpectedly, with the community identity of East Anglia 
itself, with its spinners and fullers and weavers and with the woollen-cloth looms that 
dominated the culture and the economy of East Anglian towns and villages.” (The Theatre of 
Devotion 155) 
50 For a full description of this renaissance in Marian literature, see Sarah M. Horrall’s 
‘Introduction’ to The Lyf of Oure Lady: The ME Translation of Thomas of Hales’ Vita Sancte 
Marie (1985), pages 24-25.  
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with a general emergence of a more personalized, affective piety in the 
medieval West. (199) 
 
We see the Virgin’s clothworking turn in a more distinctly quotidian direction, making 
her a much more relatable, human model of feminine devotion. The textile 
hermeneutic applied to the Incarnation is extended, elucidating for earthly women 
acts of clothwork through which they too can join with the Virgin in devotion. Indeed, 
Mary was imagined in the Middle English tradition as a kind of seamstress. For 
example, The Lyf of Oure Lady, a late fourteenth or early fifteenth-century Middle 
English translation of Thomas of Hales’ Vita Sancta Marie, tells of the Holy Family’s 
flight to Egypt, explaining “seuen ȝeer in Egipt she gat bi needle and rock wherby 
she nurshede hirself and here sone, þe Saueour of þe world” (70). Clothwork, here, 
bears a more pragmatic, literal, function as it were, integral to the Holy Family’s 
income and practical wellbeing. The text picks up upon a tradition set out in Pseudo-
Bonaventure’s fourteenth-century Meditationes vitae Christi, in which Mary “works at 
sewing and spinning with constancy, humility, and promptness, and yet is not the 
less diligent in the care of her Son and in the administration of the household” (75-
6). As Gibson has explained, “The Meditations present Mary’s employment as a 
seamstress during her stay in Egypt as a homely detail that was intended as an 
exhortation (for the benefit of the nun to whom this work is addressed) to observe 
frugality and industry.” (‘The Thread of Life’ 50) Marian clothwork explicitly provides 
a model of devotion for women to follow, and this is key to our understanding of the 
evolution of the clothworking Virgin trope in Middle English. The Meditationes were 
translated into The Mirrour of the Blessed Life of Jesus Christ by Nicholas Love, 
dated to the first decade of the fifteenth century (Sargent xiii), which maintained and 
expanded upon this tradition, asking the reader to: 
deuotly ymagine & þenk of þe maner of lyuyng of hem in þat vncouh londe, & 
how oure lady wrouht for hir lyuelode, þat is to sey with nedil sewying & 
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spinnyng as it is written of hir, […]  how þe child blessed Jesis aftur he came 
to þe age of v ȝere or þere aboute, ȝede on hir erndes, & halpe in þat he 
miht, as a pore child to hem, […] Trowe we þat oure lady in hire sowing or 
oþer manere wirchyng made curyouse werkes as miche folk doþe? Nay god 
forbade. For þouh þei wirchene sech curyositees, þat taken none hede to 
lese þe tyme. she þat was in þat need miht not nor wold not spende þe tyme 
in veyn, as many done, namelich in þees dayes. (53-4) 
 
The Mirrour establishes a rationale for the Virgin’s clothwork, containing her 
production within the bounds of social and moral respectability by stating that the 
textiles produced were not the “curyouse werkes” so often produced in his 
contemporary society. Mary’s weaving is, far from the miraculous act of the 
Incarnation, routine and everyday, dull even, as Love’s text appears to strip the motif 
down to necessity, containing and controlling the religious authority of the act of 
clothwork. Yet, key to these narratives is the fascination with the concept that Mary’s 
clothwork extends beyond the womb, in the “real world”. If we delve into the Middle 
English tradition more closely, we find other examples of her clothwork, examples 
that more potently echo the Incarnation as a textile devotional experience to which 
women have privileged understanding and access. 
Indeed, while Gibson identifies a broadly European trend during the 
thirteenth century in which “the spinning attributes [of the Protevangelium] were 
either discarded or were relegated to second place in favour of the attributes of 
study, lectern and book” (‘The Thread of Life’ 47), this is, quite clearly, not the case 
in English writing on the subject.51 Certain of these narratives, such as The South 
English Nativity of Mary and Christ, produced towards the end of this century, as we 
have seen, replicate the weaving trope established in the Protevangelium. 
                                                            
51 Gibson’s chapter on the subject is compelling; however, her Euro-centric approach is 
damaging. In tracing the influence of the tunica inconsutilis she considers the thirteenth-
century German text, the Vita beatae Mariae rythmica and the Vita Christi of Ludolf of 
Saxony (d.1378), but she fails to note the strength of the textile tradition in Middle English, 
despite referencing the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew and Lydgate’s Life of Our Lady, 
narratives so key to its permeance (‘The Thread of Life’ 46-50). 
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Meanwhile, the majority depict Mary’s clothwork after the birth of Christ, describing 
more quotidian, earthly echoes, as it were, of the Incarnational miracle. The 
thirteenth century does indeed mark a shift in literary engagement with the motif, but 
this is not tantamount to its erasure; rather, many of the Marian narratives produced 
after this point dwell on the Virgin’s clothwork as a maternal performance, reflecting 
acts of clothwork and clothing as a reverberation, a “real world” reiteration, of the 
process of fabrication at the centre of the Incarnation. In her study of the Middle 
English miracles of the Virgin, Boyarin has referred to this corpus as constitutive of a 
“coherent insular Marian devotion” (4). Indeed, we can identify a literary tradition 
certainly influenced by the Marian weaving motif we have explored thus far in this 
chapter, but which developed the trope in different ways, looking beyond the 
Protevangelium to expand upon a tradition of Marian weaving nonetheless grounded 
in the exegetical perception of Christ himself as a textile divinity, but one which 
earthly women could more easily emulate. Key to the development of this tradition 
was the tunica inconsutilis: Christ’s seamless robe, woven by the Virgin Mary.  
Legends surrounding Christ’s seamless robe stemmed from a brief reference 
in the Gospel of John. The robe is mentioned after Christ’s Passion, when Christ 
has been taken down from the cross: “The soldiers therefore, when they had 
crucified him, took his garments (and they made four parts, to every soldier a part), 
and also his coat. Now the coat was without seam, woven from the top throughout.” 
(John 19:23) Relics of the tunic were claimed to exist from the sixth century 
onwards, but it was only recognised as the clothwork of the Virgin Mary in the later 
Middle Ages (Kuryluk 193). The development of this new legend is inseparable from 
the weaving of the temple veil established by the Protevangelium, dependent on the 
same textile interpretation of the Incarnation and of the divine flesh as a kind of 
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“clothbody”.52 In the words of Mary Dzon, “the apocrypha clearly played a role in the 
spinning of this pious yarn” (27).53 Images such as the oft-cited Buxtehude 
Altarpiece (see Figure 10), in which Mary is depicted in the process of knitting the 
miraculous garment, evince the popularity of the legend across medieval Europe.54  
  
Figure 10. The Buxtehude Altarpiece. c.1380. Wikimedia Commons, 
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:KnittingMadonna.jpg. 
                                                            
52 It is worth noting that I refer to the tunic as a “clothbody” rather than a “sartorial body” as it 
does not bear the socially-fashioned connotations which are more firmly tied to “sartorial 
bodies” as items of clothing.  
53 Gibson also argues, “the garment of flesh that is the incarnate body of Christ himself, the 
garment metaphor elsewhere sometimes tangles with the concretizing imagination of the late 
Middle Ages to produce the curious legend that Mary herself had sewn for the Christ Child 
the seamless tunic for which the Roman soldiers cast lots on Calvary.” (The Theatre of 
Devotion 156-7) 
54 The altarpiece has been cited as a prime example of the legend’s prevalence in medieval 
art by Dzon (234), Gibson (50), and Kuryluk (97). For another example of the legend’s 




However, artistic portrayals of the scene from the English Middle Ages are scant; as 
Gibson explains, Marian images were destroyed in their thousands during the 
Reformation (The Theatre of Devotion 151). Yet, the Marian literature we have 
extant from this period reveals the relic’s persistent, and specifically English, appeal. 
 We find numerous references to the tunica inconsutilis throughout the Marian 
corpus which developed from the thirteenth century onwards. The South English 
Ministry and Passion, dated to the late thirteenth century by O. S. Pickering, refers 
to Christ’s “kyrtil odde, and souwid with no þrede” (2473), at the scene of the 
Crucifixion as in John’s Gospel.55 Coincidentally, the Ministry and Passion was 
originally found with, and in fact believed to be part of, one ‘Long Life of Christ’ in 
conjunction with The South English Nativity of Mary and Christ in St John’s College, 
Cambridge, B.6 (Pickering 7). The alignment of this narrative with another which 
contains the details so clearly set out by the Protevangelium marks the conceptual 
pairing of the two traditions. Meanwhile, it is in texts such as The Middle English 
Prose Complaint of Our Lady, the Cornish Pascon agan Arluth (Mount Calvary), and 
the Resurrexio Domini (The Resurrection) play from the Ordinalia mystery cycle, 
that we find the garment overtly connected to the Virgin. The Prose Complaint of 
Our Lady, another compelling account of the Virgin’s life written in her own voice 
which dates from the late fourteenth century, refers to Mary’s weaving of Christ’s 
miraculous seamless “kirtle” (99), made “wiþouten seweyng” (99).  
 The Cornish narratives, meanwhile, reveal a more particularly localised 
interest in the robe. The Resurrexio play from the Cornish mystery cycle known as 
                                                            
55 As Pickering explains, the earliest extant manuscript containing the Ministry and Passion 
is Bodleian Library, Oxford, Laud Misc. 108 (8). It also contains what is considered to be the 
oldest surviving manuscript of the South English Legendary.  
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the Ordinalia, dated to the fourteenth century, 56 makes only a brief reference to the 
robe, in conjunction with legends surrounding Pontius Pilate’s evasion of 
condemnation after the death of Christ: “as long as he wears about him / the 
garments of Lord Jesus” (266).57 The play’s reference does not state that the robe 
was woven by the Virgin, but echoes the tale as related originally in the Golden 
Legend,58 and recounted by Ranulf Higden (c.1280-1364) in his Polychronicon, in 
which Pilate explicitly wears “Cristes owne kirtel þat was wiþ oute semes, and was i-
cleped tunica inconsitilis” (4:323). Indeed, the drama is more remarkable for its 
depiction of St. Veronica, and we will consider it in closer detail in Chapter Three; 
however, for our purposes here we can safely infer from the reference that the 
audience was aware of the tradition surrounding the seamless robe. In contrast, we 
find the Virgin’s part in the sewing of the robe given in much greater detail in Mount 
Calvary. Dated to the early fourteenth century, the Cornish poem speaks of the 
garment in relation, again, to the Passion. Before Christ was led to the cross, it tells 
us:  
his own coat it was put about him. 
It was made by his mother while he was with her, suckling, 
As Jesus grew up, so she made the coat. (161.3-4)59 
 
                                                            
56 The dating of the Ordinalia is somewhat problematic. While Roger Longsworth argues for 
its origins as early as the thirteenth century, Jane A. Bakere offers a fuller consideration of 
the manuscript evidence. As she explains, the only extant manuscript of the text, Bodley MS 
791, is written in a clear fifteenth-century hand; however, it is in the Middle Cornish language 
of the classical period, and was likely composed originally in the late fourteenth century (1-
3). 
57 I refer to Alan M. Kent’s thorough verse translation of the Ordinalia throughout this thesis, 
in which, in accordance with the original source, the text is divided neither by scenes nor line 
numbers. 
58 We find Pilate wearing “the Lord’s seamless tunic” (‘The Passion of the Lord’ 212-3) at his 
trial in the Golden Legend (c.1259-66). 
59 All references are made to Whitley Stokes’ 1860-1 translation of the text, the edition also 
favoured by Murdoch (Cornish Literature 19). It is worth noting, however, that the poem was 
given the title Mount Calvary when it first appeared in print in Davies Gilbert’s 1826 
translation (Murdoch 19), it is titled ‘The Passion, A Middle Cornish Poem’ by Stokes, and 
appears as such in the bibliography to this thesis. 
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We find here, in much greater detail than the earlier texts related, the full legend of 
the “coat”. The poem simultaneously evokes the significance of the temple veil, 
worked by the Virgin as she conceived through the Holy Spirit, and co-terminus with 
her child, and recalls the image of Eve from the Speculum Humanae Salvationis 
(see Figure 3), describing the garment as woven while Christ suckled at his mother’s 
breast. We find ourselves having come full circle in the tradition, as the maternal 
clothwork modelled by the first woman, first elevated to the divine and humanly 
impossible through the idea of Christ’s woven body, is again taken up by the Virgin. 
Gibson writes, “The Virgin Mary is, literally as well as figuratively, the clother of the 
Messiah. The young Christ is given the seamless tunic, the garment of his Passion, 
by the mother who also gave him the garment of his human form.” (‘The Thread of 
Life’ 50) While she fabricates his flesh in the womb, outside the womb Mary’s 
weaving truly clothes Christ, offering a model of clothwork and care which 
rehabilitates Eve’s clothwork in such a way as earthly women can emulate. Mount 
Calvary does not stop here; the text refers to the scene in which the soldiers draw 
lots for Christ’s robe, explaining, “His coat it was made so fair that they would not 
part it.” (190.3) Indivisible in its beauty, the garment performs as a symbol of Christ’s 
ultimate immortality; this “clothbody”, bearing the miraculous significance of the 
divine Incarnation, foretells the resurrection of Christ’s body. Christ’s life, and divine 
truth, are again expressed through this textile hermeneutic. 
 As weaver, Mary is at the centre of this hermeneutic, but Mount Calvary 
significantly expands on this point, showing women as its readers. On the road to 
Calvary, the poem tells us, Christ was stripped of the tunica: 
Jesus’ coat was removed. 
Its removal grieved him much, it was now clinging close to him, 
Yet there was never a sick person that was more vilely treated, 
 
A good woman saw how Jesus was stript, 
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Great pity took her at his being so vilely treated. 
A fair cloth she wrapt around him immediately, 
And over him she covered him to keep from being starved (with cold). 
(176.2-177.4) 
 
Cruelly stripped of his robe, Christ is naked only for a moment before a woman 
steps in and covers him in a new cloth. Deprived of the garment which so closely 
symbolised the nurturing role his mother played in his Incarnation, he is instead 
“wrapt”, swaddled as it were, by a female devotee. In covering Christ’s suffering 
body, she actively replicates the act of swaddling which occurred at the Nativity; she 
interprets and includes the devotional act in her own piety. This devotee is 
particularly significant, allusive of the woman who evolved in apocryphal tradition 
into St. Veronica, who features as a significant character in the Resurrexio, but 
whom we shall explore in further depth in Chapter Three. What the two Cornish 
texts reveal, however, is that the seamless garment, widespread in Marian literature 
from this period across England, had reached a popularity in which it was central to 
Cornish regional devotion to, and conception of, the life of Christ.  
 The act of swaddling, of clothing, performed by the anonymous woman of 
Mount Calvary is part of a much wider tradition surrounding the Virgin and quotidian, 
everyday clothwork. Christ’s swaddling at the Nativity was frequently related in lives 
of Christ from this period, but more explicitly connected to yet another popular relic: 
the Virgin Mary’s veil. As Gibson has explained, it is hard to say where the tradition 
surrounding the veil first developed (149). Considered as one of the most venerated 
relics held at the Lower Church of St. Francis from 1319, Gibson considers the 
Meditationes, thought to have been written some fifty years after the veil’s 
appearance (c.1336-64), as the first text to give legitimacy to the relic (The Theatre 
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of Devotion 53).60 The tradition was taken up in Love’s Mirrour, which relates that 
the Virgin, “leide him in hir barme, & with a fulle pap, as she was taght of þe holi 
gost, weshe him alle aboute with hir swete milke, & so wrapped him in þe kerchief of 
her hede” (38). However, there is evidence that a devotion to the veil was prevalent 
well before this point in England. The ‘Æthelstan Donation List’, detailing King 
Æthelstan’s donations to the Minster of St. Mary and St. Peter in Exeter in the 930s, 
includes relics “From the robe of the celestial lady, St Mary. From the head-dress of 
the same woman, the mother of God, and from her hair” (179), suggesting an 
awareness of the head-dress or veil’s sacred import. Furthermore, in her chapter on 
the veil’s significance in medieval representations of queenship across Europe, 
Annemarie Wehl Carr highlights its significance in a miniature from the Liber Vitae 
(c.1031-2) illustrating the celestial investiture of Queen Emma of England alongside 
her husband Cnut (59-61). If we turn again to the late thirteenth-century South 
English Nativity of Mary and Christ we find written, “Bote in feble [cloutes] þat sole 
were and eke all totore. / [þereinne] oure leuedy him wond and bond him wiþ a liste.” 
(372-3) Indeed, the Middle English poem is of particular significance; as Pickering 
notes in the ‘Introduction’ to his edition, the Nativity is likely the first work to address 
the early life of Mary and Christ in Middle English vernacular (42). It is particularly 
notable, then, that this earliest example of writing on the topic should include the 
legend. The Nativity follows a separate tradition to that of the Franciscan work, 
telling us “þat he þat he was on yleyd, as þe bokis vs tolde, / Seynt Eleyne [suppe] 
to Rome ber, relikes for to holde” (379-88). From the seventh century onwards, 
                                                            
60 Indeed, as Gibson explains in further detail, “It seems to have been the Meditationes vitae 
Christi that invented, or at least popularized, that veil as an image linking Christ’s Nativity to 
his Passion. It would perhaps be more accurate to say that the Pseudo-Bonaventure’s text 
popularized the head veil as an important symbolic detail of the Incarnation history, for 
rhetorical juxtaposition of the Virgin’s joy at swaddling the infant Christ and her anguish as 
she shrouded the crucified Christ had been a commonplace in sermon meditation in the 
Eastern Church far before the thirteenth century.” (The Theatre of Devotion 53) 
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various legends connected the seamless robe to St. Helena, stating that she had 
brought it back with her, alongside the relics of the True Cross, from Jerusalem.61 
Albeit brief, this reference, alongside the evidence from the donation list and the 
Liber Vitae, indicates that an interest in the Virgin’s textiles, in her clothing 
specifically, had taken root in England from an early period. Indeed, Mary provides 
an archetypal example for the anonymous woman of Mount Calvary: on emerging 
from the womb, the Christ Child’s body is uncovered only for a moment before the 
young Virgin uses the meagre, poor clothing at her disposal to wrap her son in 
protective bands. Just as she wove his body in her womb with the thread of flesh 
and blood in the Incarnation, she offers him the coverings of her body outside the 
womb; fabric echoes flesh in this act of maternal care. She mimics the very 
miraculous act of devotion and access to Christ which she herself performed in the 
Incarnation, and, most importantly, models how other women might do so too. 
Amongst the most famous of these women is the irrepressible Margery Kempe. 
 
Marian Devotion in The Book of Margery Kempe 
 
Time and again in The Book of Margery Kempe (c.1430), swaddling recurs 
amongst the practices of holy women. The material world is central to Margery’s 
intense, to the modern eye melodramatic, form of affective devotion; as Andrea 
Janelle Dickens writes, “in Margery’s book both the affective and the meditative 
devotional traditions combine to teach the material world’s ability to bring people to 
God” (163). Indeed, in the material world, and specifically in textiles, Margery finds a 
hermeneutic for the interpretation of the divine, and a means by which to experience 
                                                            
61 See Sarah Bowden, Bridal-quest Epics in Medieval Germany: A Revisionary Approach 
(2012) for a fuller explanation of this tradition (137). 
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closeness to God. Most importantly, this is the very textile, fabric hermeneutic that 
we have seen modelled by the Virgin Mary, and Margery is guided in her 
interpretation by the Virgin as an exemplar, and through her own cloth relic: her veil.  
 Margery’s devotion to the Virgin Mary has received much attention in 
scholarship on the Book. Indeed, scholars repeated identify in Margery’s piety a 
distinct imitatio Mariae. Tara Williams has explored Margery’s spiritual eroticism as 
“a conscious authorial strategy, the capstone of her effort to fashion a distinctive 
form of spiritual authority that is modeled on the Virgin Mary but incorporates the 
material of Margery’s worldly life in order to surpass even Mary’s level of intimacy 
with Christ” (529). Meanwhile, Gibson importantly argues that “the [swaddling] 
cloth’s significance lies in its substitution for an abstract theological concept — Mary 
as the mother who clothes the Logos in fleshly mortality — of an extremely 
concreate image for the Incarnation mystery” (The Theatre of Devotion 53), honing 
in on the Incarnational exegesis, as we shall see, so central to Margery’s devotion. 
Hannah Lucas extends Gibson’s arguments in ways that are particularly pertinent to 
our understanding of Margery’s imitatio Mariae, as she writes, “Theologically 
charged with incarnational, redemptive, and specifically feminine power, textiles act 
as signifiers that contain significant potentiality for appropriation, becoming dynamic 
objects that offer the devotee the opportunity for interactive imitatio” (36). Lucas’ 
focus is on the sartorial elements of this imitatio, as she frames Margery’s life as a 
“sartorial pilgrimage” (55) of self-fashioning undertaken in emulation of not only the 
Virgin, but of a wider “matrilineage” (51) including St. Anne, Mary Magdalene, and 
Bridget of Sweden.62 However, we can consider fabric’s “significant potentiality for 
                                                            
62 Lucas more broadly explores Margery’s literal “imitatio Mariae via an appropriation of the 
Virgin’s own clothing” (50) and discusses the subversive potential of her sartorial choices, 
her tussles with Church authorities (42-55) Margery’s choice of clothing is also discussed in 
Dickens (167) and Mary C. Erler, ‘Margery Kempe’s White Clothes’ (1993). 
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appropriation” much more specifically and deeply in the text’s treatment of Marian, 
maternal clothwork. The narrative’s acts of swaddling encode a power that is 
distinctly interpretive and exegetical, aimed at the engagement with and 
understanding of Christ’s mystery.  
McAvoy likewise locates the core of this imitatio in Margery’s spiritual 
preoccupation with Mary’s maternity, and her work offers a useful framework from 
which to consider the subversive potential of these acts. Engaging with Judith 
Butler’s theories on performativity, she writes: 
Margery recognises that the endlessly ‘stylised repetition of acts’ which 
constitute wifehood and motherhood can house the potential for a 
subversion of patriarchal hegemony in their embodiment of a myriad of 
‘performative possibilities for proliferating gender configurations outside the 
restricting frames of masculinist domination’. She also sees the potential, 
however, of appearing to work within those frames — in her adoption of a 
high-profile affective piety, for example, and imitation of the Virgin, both 
approved religious practices at the time when Margery was operating. 
(Authority and the Female Body 39) 
 
As McAvoy highlights, Margery finds in the socially and patriarchally accepted 
performance of maternal care an opportunity for religious expression and agency 
preserved as a male prerogative. This can be extended, however; in reading the 
Book through the textile hermeneutic which we have established in this chapter, we 
can see how clothwork encodes and instructs the female devotee in spiritual 
exegesis. This exegesis, put into practice, posits quotidian acts of feminine work, 
child-rearing and domestic care as richly affective routes to spiritual enlightenment 
and closeness to the divine. As Christ famously tells Margery, “Thu art to me a very 
modir” (36.2121); in emulating acts of Marian clothwork, Margery echoes, or 
replicates in the closest earthly terms, Mary’s miraculous weaving of Christ’s body in 
the Incarnation. However, first we must consider Margery’s Marian swaddling. 
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Margery’s visions of Christ as a child celebrate swaddling as a key act of 
maternal care provided by his mother and St. Anne. It is poignant that first 
performance of this act is in fact between St. Anne and the Virgin. In Chapter 6, 
Christ appears to Margery, and instructs her to think of his mother, “for sche is 
cause of alle the grace that thow hast” (6:405-6). The narrative explicitly positions 
Mary as the origins and source of female grace and spiritual enlightenment, but 
ironically shows us the very act of haptic, maternal devotion enacted by the Virgin at 
the Nativity in swaddling the Christ Child being performed as an act of piety towards 
the Virgin herself. The vision continues: 
anoon sche saw Seynt Anne gret wyth chylde, and than sche preyd Seynt 
Anne to be hir mayden and hir servawnt. And anon ower Lady was born, and 
than sche besyde hir to take the chyld to hir and kepe it tyl it wer twelve yer 
of age wyth good mete and drynke, wyth fayr whyte clothys and whyte 
kerchys. (6.406-9) 
 
Beseeching the role of handmaid, Margery is allowed to observe and assist St. Anne 
in caring for her babe. The provision of fine white cloth kerchiefs, described 
alongside food and drink as key to the nourishment of the young Virgin child, is far 
from coincidental. The moment positions the Virgin’s veil within a distinctly feminine 
tradition and lineage, shared by mothers in the scene across the boundaries of time 
and culture.63 This prefiguration of Mary’s care for the Christ Child establishes the 
act of devotion and care with a quotidian significance; it marks the swaddling 
moment as one modelled and practised by mothers with both love and pragmatism 
long before the Nativity, and long after. 
As the vision continues, it illustrates through Margery how women might 
place themselves within this shared maternal lineage, and in following this tradition 
align their thoughts and actions spiritually with Christ’s mother. Margery is allowed to 
                                                            
63 It is worth noting that Lucas explores the parallels between the scene and a similar one to 
be found in the fourteenth-century Revelations of Bridget of Sweden (50-1) 
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assist the Holy Virgin as her handmaid at the Nativity, and herself assumes the 
Virgin’s traditional role: 
sche beggyd owyr Lady fayr whyte clothys and kerchys for to swathyn in hir 
sone whan he wer born, and, whan Jhesu was born sche ordeyned beddyng 
for owyr Lady to lyg in wyth hir blyssed sone. And sythen sche beggyd mete 
for owyr Lady and hir blyssyd chyld. Aftyrward sche swathyd hym wyth byttyr 
teerys of compassyon, havyng mend of the scharp deth that he schuld suffyr 
for the lofe of synful men, seyng to hym, "Lord, I schal fare fayr wyth yow; I 
schal not byndyn yow soor. I pray yow beth not dysplesyd wyth me. (6.429-
35) 
 
Swaddling holds meaning here as an intensely haptic performance of devotion; it is, 
in a sense, doubly feminine: as a maternal undertaking, and as an act of specifically 
sensory care. But, more significantly, swaddling allows Margery to quite literally take 
the Virgin’s place in this scene. We must not forget that Christ’s swaddling at the 
Nativity is an echo of Mary’s original act of clothwork in weaving Christ’s flesh in the 
womb; an act that placed her at the centre of the reception and promulgation of the 
divine Word. Margery’s swaddling of the babe is a further resonation of this echo; 
her engagement with the swaddling bands marks her own deep spiritual 
understanding of Christ’s Incarnation, of his bodily presence, through cloth. Indeed, 
Margery’s interpretation of Christ through cloth is explicit, as the bands recall his 
ultimate significance as saviour, “the scharp deth that he schuld suffyr for the lofe of 
synful men”. She partakes of a wider medieval tradition here, often attested in 
scholarship, which conceptually aligned the acts of swaddling and shrouding, 
drawing a parallel between birth and death. 64 Indeed, as Gibson writes: 
                                                            
64 Sophie Oosterwijk explores this connection between swaddling and shrouding more 
broadly in her illuminating study of the representation of ‘Chrysom’ effigies in medieval 
England, writing, “There certainly are visual similarities between swaddling and winding 
sheets, which explains why some shrouded figures have been mistaken for swaddled infants 
while the latter have been interpreted as shrouded for burial. […] The similarities between 
swaddling and shrouding are even closer in Romanesque art, where winding sheets on 
corpses are held together by criss-cross bands, as can be observed in illuminated scenes of 
the Raising of Lazarus and the Raising of the Dead in the Winchester Psalter of c.1150-60.” 
(344) Dzon likewise writes in her study of Christ’s infancy in the Middle Ages that, “knowing 
that swaddled babies, in medieval art, look very similar to deceased infants (who are 
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The late medieval preoccupation with juxtaposing the joyful Nativity event 
with forebodings of the sorrows of the Passion is here focused in Margery’s 
imagination on the physical act of wrapping the Child’s body. The fair white 
cloth she sees in her vision is at once swaddling cloth and shroud. (The 
Theatre of Devotion 51) 
 
As Gibson explains, ideas of swaddling connected to the Virgin’s veil were often at 
the centre of such comparisons between the Nativity and Passion, “a sign of humility 
but a visual emblem linking the joyful maternity of the Virgin with her anguish at 
Calvary” (149). As so clearly illustrated in Margery’s vision, they positioned 
clothwork, and specifically women’s clothwork, as central to the theological, spiritual 
interpretation of Christ’s life, his status as both man and God. 
 The Virgin’s status as an exemplar of this specifically feminine, textile 
devotion is further consolidated later in the Book. When Margery visits the preaching 
Friars in the Chapel of Our Lady, she is granted another vision. The Virgin appears 
to her, and we are told: 
sodeynly sche sey, hir thowt, owr Lady in the fayrest syght that evyr sche 
say, holdyng a fayr white kerche in hir hand and seying to hir, "Dowtyr, wilt 
thu se my sone?" And anon forth wyth sche say owr Lady han hyr blissyd 
sone in hir hand and swathyd hym ful lytely in the white kerche that sche 
myth wel beholdyn how sche dede. The creatur had than a newe gostly joye 
and a newe gostly comfort, wheche was so mervelyows that sche cowde 
nevyr tellyn it as sche felt it. (87.4973-8) 
 
Most significantly here, Christ’s appearance is prefigured by the “fayr white kerche” 
in Mary’s hand. The Virgin then enfolds her child within the cloth, making, quite 
literally, a veiled allusion to her fleshly fabrication of the child’s incarnate body. Yet, 
                                                            
similarly shrouded) helps us appreciate why the Christ Child in Nativity scenes is frequently 
depicted tightly swaddled, lying on a block-like, almost tomb-like, manger. […] The infant’s 
swaddling clothes, with their connotations of burial, foreshadow the adult Christ’s shroud and 




Mary explicitly takes extra care so that Margery might see how to replicate the act, 
that she might join with the Virgin in her devotion.  
The scene illustrates the spiritual potential of textiles within a wider tradition 
in particularly Marian affective piety. In her work on affective compassion, McNamer 
writes of: 
the link between feminine identity and compassion — a link that depends not 
only on the reader’s identification with the Virgin and other female figures in 
the text but also more specifically on learning to see, or more pointedly to 
behold, like a woman. (134)  
 
She importantly delineates the significance of the act of “beholding” as “a way of 
seeing that is qualitatively different from other modes of perception, one that is 
specifically cast as maternal.” (134) Tracing the term’s etymology from Old English 
healden, ‘‘to hold’’, McNamer’s fascinating study explores its significance in Love’s 
Blessed Mirrour of the Life of Christ to argue that: 
the Virgin does not simply see; she beholds. […] generating a specific way of 
seeing, in other words, that had the potential for producing — in the body, as 
well as in the mind — an impulse toward a particular form of compassion: the 
protective and ameliorative action of holding. (135)  
 
Seeing and physically holding, as McNamer explains, are elided in the process of 
affective “beholding”. She explores the use of the word by Margery’s famous 
contemporary, Julian of Norwich, to which we will turn in Chapter Three, to establish 
the prevalence of the “fourteenth-century assumption that to ‘‘behold’’ is to see 
empathetically because it is also ‘‘‘to hold’: to hold with the eyes.” (136) Inextricably 
tied to traditionally feminine, maternal forms of nurture, McNamer writes, “a primary 
strategy for learning to behold is to practice performing ‘‘woman.’’” (137) We see this 
form of perception tellingly facilitated through cloth in this scene from the Book; 
beholding like a woman is depicted as beholding through cloth, as the vision 
implicitly underscores a close connection between the maternal performances of 
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both holding and swaddling. Margery’s Virgin takes care to display her swaddling so 
that the female mystic “myth wel beholdyn how sche dede” [italics mine], and, 
observing the action with an eye that is at once inherently motherly and textile, 
Margery reacts in such a way as illustrates that she has on a spiritual level shared, 
reached out and joined with Mary — holding, caring for, swaddling, the child. In 
witnessing the scene, Margery finds “a newe gostly joye and a newe gostly comfort”; 
beholding the textile act brings her to a state of enlightenment and greater 
understanding of the divine. In this way the Virgin effectively, and affectively, uses 
cloth to model the maternal act of perceiving and holding —beholding — Christ, and 
in doing so displays how the mystery of his Incarnation might be best understood. 
The scene illustrates an insistence that Christ be both interpreted and worshipped, 
beheld, through cloth, upholding Mary as the ultimate archetype and practitioner of 
this fusion of spiritual understanding and active piety. The interaction is, very clearly, 
between the women; the text emphatically maintains this act of worship and textile 
literacy as a feminine prerogative. 
Further replications of this Marian framework can be found in the Book. 
Offering yet another, perhaps more concrete, example of the use of clothwork in 
devotion, Margery encounters a group of women during her trip to Venice exercising 
their devotion by dressing a statue of the Christ Child. We are given the following 
intriguing description of the women’s use of the statue in devotion: 
And the woman the which had the ymage in the chist, whan thei comyn in 
good citeys, sche toke owt the ymage owt of hir chist and sett it in 
worshepful wyfys lappys. And thei wold puttyn schirtys ther upon and kyssyn 
it as thei it had ben God hymselfe. And, whan the creatur sey the worshep 
and the reverens that thei dedyn to the ymage, sche was takyn wyth swet 
devocyon and swet meditacyons that sche wept wyth gret sobbyng and 
lowde crying. And sche was mevyd in so mych the mor as, whil sche was in 
Inglond, sche had hy meditacyons in the byrth and the childhode of Crist, 
and sche thankyd God forasmech as sche saw thes creaturys han so gret 
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feyth in that sche sey wyth hir bodily eye lych as sche had beforn wyth hir 
gostly eye. (30.1796-1805) 
 
The women treat the statue as a child, clothing it as an act of care and profound 
love. Theirs is explicitly a physical enactment of the spiritual devotions Margery 
herself has experienced and enjoyed in her visions. The act of clothing is thus, as in 
the Marian miracle from Hoccleve which we explored in Chapter One, again aligned 
with prayer, but within a specifically feminine and maternal setting — the women 
achieve a closeness to Christ here, akin and equal to Margery’s, through the 
material and without priestly mediation. Gibson has referred to the scene as 
providing evidence of the close connection between “Christian piety and 
sympathetic magic” (The Theatre of Devotion 63) during Margery’s lifetime. She 
convincingly connects the scene to the traditional reliquary significance of the 
Virgin’s robe as an aid in childbirth, writing that, “The gesture of placing the statue of 
the infant Christ in the laps of pious women suggests ritual blessing of the womb to 
ensure fruitfulness and protection from the dangers of childbirth as much as 
opportunity for visual contemplation of the Nativity of Christ.” (63)65 However, the 
scene can be much more radically read as yet another resonation of Mary’s act of 
clothwork in the Incarnation. In positioning the Christ Child on their laps and clothing 
him, the women recreate the images of the Virgin like the Erfurt panel with which we 
opened this Chapter (see Figure 8), visualising and re-enacting even the theological 
notion that Christ was woven in the womb. The women, like Margery, hone in on the 
spirituality encoded within, and expressed via, textiles, explicitly following the 
                                                            
65 In support of this argument, Gibson cites the following passage from the fourteenth-
century Pierce the Ploughman’s Crede: 
þe lulling of oure Ladye þe wymmen to liken, 
And miracles of mydwyves & maken wymmen to wenen 
þat þe lace of oure ladie smok liȝeþ hem of children. (The Theatre of Devotion 60) 
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example set by the Holy Virgin. Their act of clothing allows them to take part in, and 
engage emotionally with, the birth of Christ. 
 Indeed, the scene can be fruitfully interpreted alongside lesser-known 
devotional lyrics from the late Middle Ages, such as ‘Of alle women that ever were 
borne’, also dated to the fifteenth century. Spoken in the plaintive voice of the Virgin 
at the foot of the cross, the poem contrasts Mary’s sorrows with the maternal care of 
earthly mothers. The Madonna cries “O woman, woman, wel is thee, / Thy childis 
cap thu dose upon” (9-10), bemoaning the fact that she might not clothe her son so, 
but must “pyke owt thornys be on and on” (15). She explains: 
O woman, a chaplet choysyn thu has 
Thy childe to were, hit dose thee gret likyng 
Thu pynnes hit on with gret solas; 
And I sitte with my son sore wepyng. 
His chaplet is thornys sore prickyng (17-21). 
 
While the chaplet mentioned by the Virgin here is not a fabric object, it is a woven 
garland, made by following the same process and principles as the weaving of cloth. 
At this moment of great sorrow, of the death of her son, Mary mourns the fact that, 
unlike other mothers, she cannot weave for and clothe her child. She cannot 
replicate the miracle of the Incarnation and heal Christ’s body as she nourished and 
wove it in her womb. Nonetheless, the poem suggests that women might find 
access to and comprehension of her pain in such care for their own children. She 
addresses women specifically, exclaiming: 
Therfor, women, be town and strete, 
Your childur handis when ye beholde, 
Theyr brest, theire body and theire fete 
Then gode hit were on my son thynk ye wolde, (49-52) 
 
Mary instructs that the nurture of children, a care which includes their clothing and 
weaving, might bring women to a greater understanding of the Crucifixion and 
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closeness to Christ. Women, like Margery, might find, as it were, an echo of Christ 
and his mother’s relationship in their own maternal duties. 
 
All About Eve 
 
 Through these acts of swaddling and shrouding, cloth thus unites and 
interweaves the points of life and death so crucial to the Christian narrative. Marian 
clothwork becomes the linchpin at the centre of Christ’s Incarnation and Passion, 
key to humanity’s redemption. Yet, even in this we find the spectre of Eve. In Mary’s 
clothwork, the conception of Eve as the spinner of mankind’s fallen state could be 
transformed. Cloth no longer merely signified mankind’s expulsion from Eden and 
distance from the divine; the act of clothing, of working cloth, could bring the 
individual closer to God. Clothwork, elevated as a symbol of sensory interpretation 
by the late Middle Ages, could offer women an inherently sensory, physical means 
of comprehending and celebrating perhaps the greatest divine mystery: Christ’s 
Incarnation. 
As an act of haptic, physical, and practical care, Mary’s swaddling and 
shrouding mirrored the acts of clothing and wrapping performed by the first woman. 
Eve’s spinning, as the Speculum Humanae Salvationis perhaps most succinctly 
depicts (see Figure 3), is intrinsically tied to her role as progenitor of mankind; 
however, shrouding is another use of cloth often aligned with the first mother. This 
connection between Eve and shrouding has been prevalent from the earliest days of 
Christian literature on Genesis. The Latin Vita Adae extends as far as Adam’s death, 
and at this moment we find an intriguing passage that places shrouding at the centre 
of the narrative. Upon Adam’s death, we are told that “the Lord said again to the 
angels Michael and Uriel, Bring me three linen sheets and spread them out over 
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Adam and spread other sheets over his son Abel, and bury Adam and his son” 
(160). God commands his angels to enshroud Adam and his devout son, Abel, and 
significantly, after obeying his orders, they turn to Eve and her third son, Seth, and 
instruct them, “Just as you have seen us doing, so you should also bury your dead.” 
(160) The scene is designed to be understood as modelling the shrouding of the 
dead as a Christian act, set out and ratified by God himself. The passage thus 
claims to trace the very origins of the use of burial sheets to Genesis, as it were. 
Medieval English literature surrounding the Genesis narrative firmly 
maintained, and even expanded upon, the significance of this shrouding scene. 
Accounts such as the Auchinleck Life of Adam and the Vernon prose Life of Adam 
and Eve outline the death of Adam, and significantly emphasise the angels’ 
exemplification of the act of burial. The Auchinleck Life relates: 
I[n] to clo þes þe bodi þai feld.  
Eue and hir children stode and beheld,  
Riȝt in þilke selue stede,  
And hadde wonder what þai dede,  
For þai no hadde ar þan  
Neuer sen biry no man. (580-584)66  
 
Eve is the only named character in the scene, as the act is described as particularly 
relevant for her. The onlookers’ amazement at the burial further underscores its 
novelty, highlighting the fact that this is a new practice. Eve and cloth are, thus, 
again aligned at death as they are at life, but this is a positive alignment, divinely 
ratified and celebrated. The material, again, operates as a sign of mortality, of death 
to come. The angels demonstrate both the act of care and reverence which is given 
the dead through shrouding, and the symbolic centrality of cloth as the individual 
passes from life to the afterlife. Indeed, the devotional acts of clothing thus 
                                                            
66 The Vernon Life relates “Seint Mihel and Seint Uriel, Eve and Seth buried Adam and Abel 
in the eorthe that heo comen of in the Vale of Ebron. Seint Mihel seide to Seth: ‘Thus ye 
schul burie men whon that heo ben dede.’” (116) 
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exemplified by the angels are to be copied, emulated, and specifically by women. As 
clothworker, the tradition assigns Eve as the custodian of both the entrance into 
earthly life, and the passage to death, to eternal life.  
 The threads sewn into the rich tapestry of Marian tradition are the very same 
filaments which wove the tale of the first woman. The cloth originally spun by Eve as 
a symbol of her materialism and transgressive sensuality is the very hermeneutical 
tool so integral to the interpretation and expression of the divine Word, of Christ’s 
Incarnation as man, and thus the cornerstone of mankind’s salvation. Fabric, 
throughout the varied texts we have explored in this chapter, offers a hermeneutic, a 
means of reading into these narratives a theology in which women are at the centre 
of Christian truth. Through weaving and clothing, swaddling and shrouding, the 
quotidian tasks so bound to the human lifecycle, fabric becomes a means by which 
Mary’s closeness to Christ, her fabrication of his body and centrality to the Christian 
narrative, can be replicated, shared amongst real, earth-bound women. This notion 
of a woven Christ, represented and understood as a clothwork, and intrinsically 
connected to women, proliferates elsewhere in the English literature of the medieval 







































Chapter Three. “he who has seen me has seen 
the Father”:67 The Veronica in Medieval 
England, from Garment to Imago Christi 
 
 
A litell biside went Marye,  
And herde me so lowde crye;  
[And] þerwith Jesus visage wipte,  
Soo harde swetande þan was he  
For the burthen of þe tree. […] 
Mary bekenede me, soo gode,  
Als she went under þe rode;  
My cloth me toke, and I hit kyste.  
Anoon I felde me hool and tryste  
And in my cloth, þurgh his grace,  
Lefte þe ymage of his face. (Titus and Vespasian 2017-32) 
 
 In this passage, from the late fourteenth-century romance Titus and 
Vespasian, we yet again find Christ’s presence perceived through clothwork. One of 
the many medieval accounts of the apocryphal Veronica legend, the narrative tells 
of how, at the Crucifixion, the Virgin Mary miraculously assisted St. Veronica, a 
Christian woman, in approaching Christ. Taking a cloth from Veronica, the Virgin 
wipes her son’s face, an act which produces a miraculous imprint. “þe ymage of his 
                                                            
67 John 14:9. 
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face” created is the icon venerated as a relic in Western Christianity and known as 
the Veronica. It is important to note that the version of the event related in the 
romance is unusual: in the many legends surrounding the Veronica, it is not 
traditionally the Virgin Mary but Veronica herself who assists in the creation of this 
imago Christi. Yet, the account related in Titus and Vespasian makes explicit a 
salient connection between the two women, foregrounding the textile nature of their 
devotion to and interpretation of Christ. In wiping her son’s face, Mary closely 
echoes the very act of swaddling that we explored in Chapter Two; maternal care 
and piety engenders yet another textile representation of Christ’s body, or face, to 
be specific. Imprinted with his features, the fabric is transformed into yet another 
divine “clothbody”. However, as we shall see, maternity is not essential or core to 
legends surrounding St. Veronica and her relic. An important thread in the tapestry 
of the textile hermeneutic I am tracing in this thesis, we traditionally find in the 
Veronica legends a cloth relic created by divine grace, interpreted and borne by a 
woman consistently distinguished, on the contrary, by poor reproductive health. 
Furthermore, this “clothbody” is fleshly in a different sense to the Marian clothworks 
of the previous chapter; physically and visually present on the cloth, as we find in 
the above extract, the Veronica’s imago Christi offers in many ways an even more 
literal conception of Christ’s fabrication.  
This chapter traces the complex and ever-changing medieval English literary 
tradition surrounding the Veronica from its origins during the Anglo-Saxon period up 
to the later Middle Ages, considering the development and devotional implications of 
this conception of the relic as an earthly extension of Christ’s divine being from 
within this sensory textile hermeneutic. In medieval English literature surrounding 
the Veronica, I argue, we see a shifting but nonetheless consistent concern with the 
relic’s significance as a textile, as another fabricated embodiment of Christ’s earthly 
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presence or “clothbody”. As Laura Fulkerson Hodges writes, “The literary potency of 
this Christian icon increases through the centuries as the special powers of the 
vernicle are celebrated and expanded in succeeding versions of the Veronica 
legend.” (232) While Old English writing located the relic’s potency in its status as a 
garment, as we shall see, from the twelfth century onwards English literature about  
the relic became increasingly fascinated with its depiction of the imago Christi, 
locating its fleshly, corporeal significance as a relic in its capacity to make visually 
manifest Christ’s divinity. Inextricably tied to its bearer, St. Veronica, the relic was 
understood as an object of particularly feminine devotion, contextualised and 
grounded in the very textile hermeneutics and sign system which I have established 
in this thesis thus far. However, the relic did not stand alone; the Veronica is one 
thread in a much greater web of divine images and cloth relics in the Christian 
Church of the Middle Ages. 
 
The Origins of the Imago Christi 
 
The notion of a “genuine image” of Christ has been prevalent in Christianity 
almost since its beginnings. The Turin Shroud is perhaps the most famous of these 
in modern culture, but for centuries Christians in the Eastern and Western Churches 
have revered the Mandylion, the Shroud of Lucca, and the Lateran Image, amongst 
others, as true embodiments and records of Christ’s image. Faith and belief in such 
images were dependent upon investment in the notion that they offered a true, 
almost fleshly, vision of the Godhead. Indeed, as Hans Belting has explained in his 
important study of images in the Christian culture of the Late Antique and medieval 
periods: 
Christianity offered the hope for a preliminary vision of God, for eternal life 
was understood as a permanent vision of God. In the “genuine image”, the 
164 
 
earthly features of Jesus, which could be seen by human eyes, merged with 
the divine features of God – visible reality with an invisible mystery. 
(Likeness and Presence 209)  
 
As Belting writes, a genuine image, vera imago or imago Christi was considered as 
a miraculous combination of the temporal with the divine, the earthly with the 
transcendent. St. Paul’s writings of the mortal perception of the divine, his stipulation 
that “We see now in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; but 
then I shall know even as I am known.” (1 Corinthians 13:12), formed the basis of an 
eschatological conception of spiritual perception which underpinned the validity of 
such representations for Western Christianity. Images of the Holy Face performed 
as this mirror; in gazing upon imago Christi, Christians saw a human, like 
themselves, shaped in God’s image, but they also saw an earthly reflection of Christ 
himself. Such images offered a physical vision of Christ, which operated under the 
same terms as his own mystery: as he embodied both man and God in one, these 
relics were at once physically and materially tangible for Christian devotees, and 
evidence of a spiritual presence beyond the earthly. Yet again, for medieval 
Christians the material offered a route to the direct contemplation of the Godhead. 
Such images can broadly be divided into two categories: paintings created 
by those who have seen Christ, in life or in visions, and acheiropoieta, miraculous 
images made “without human hands”, often as imprints.68 This chapter is primarily 
concerned with the latter, specifically with legends surrounding images imprinted 
                                                            
68 Indeed, as Kuryluk explains in her immensely useful study of the Veronica’s development 
across the Eastern and Western Churches, “Acheiropoietos was first used as a designation 
of the godmade and permanent as opposed to the manmade and perishable in the letters of 
Paul and the Gospel of Mark. “For we know,” Paul writes, “that if the earthly tent we live in is 
destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands [my italics], eternal in 
the heavens” [2 Cor. 5:1].” (29) The section from the Gospel of Mark which she cites here is 
“we heard him [Christ] say, I will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three 
days I will build another not made with hands” (Mark. 14:58). From its very inception, 
acheiropoietos was thus a term which emphasised the spiritual superiority of divine creations 
over earthly goods. 
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upon cloth, but it is worth dwelling upon the distinction between these two 
categories. As we shall see, the Veronica evolves, and gains significance as a 
textile relic, often in explicit opposition to painted imago Christi. As English writing 
surrounding the Veronica tradition developed over the centuries, we see the 
narratives reject with increasing insistence and fervour the concept that the relic was 
a painting, in favour of celebrating its status as a textile imprint. This distinction 
between painting and clothwork is laden with meaning, as the artistic, human-made 
rendering is rejected in favour of an organic, divinely ratified imprint. Yet, this is also 
a gendered distinction. The artistry celebrated in legends surrounding the Holy Face 
as an artwork is an incontrovertibly masculine artistry.  
Nowhere is this made more explicit than in St. Luke’s canonical designation 
as patron saint of artists, and legends surrounding his painting of the Virgin and 
Child. From the beginning of the eighth century at least, stories abounded 
concerning St. Luke’s artistic production (Raynor 161, Parlby 109). In his work On 
the Veneration of Holy Icons, Andrew of Crete (c.660-740) wrote: 
Of the Evangelist and Apostle Luke all his contemporaries said that with his 
own hands he painted both Christ the Incarnated himself and his purest 
Mother, and their images are preserved in Rome, so it is said, with great 
honour; and in Jerusalem they are exhibited with meticulous attention. (qtd. 
in Raynor 161) 
 
The first image attributed to Luke was known as the Hodegetria, the icon later 
identified as the palladium of Constantinople, and held there by the Eastern Church 
until it disappeared when the city fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453 (Parlby 108-9; 
Bacci, ‘The Legacy of the Hodegetria’ 321-4). Copies of the Hodegetria image of 
Virgin and child spread across Christendom, but in the Middle Ages images 
depicting Luke’s production of the Holy Image as a scene were extremely popular, 
reinforcing and normalising an association between Christian art and masculinity. 
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Indeed, images such as Figure 11, from the Malet-Lannoy Hours (c.1420-40), 
owned by Thomas Malet of Berlettes and Jeanne of Lannoy, proliferated. 
 
Figure 11. Walters MS. 281, Malet-Lannoy Hours, ‘St. Luke Painting the Virgin’, 






We see St. Luke’s painting depicted almost as a window here; positioned directly in 
front of the nursing Virgin, he seems to gaze through his work, foregrounding the 
accuracy of the image. His role as artist is central to the scene, as he works with 
palate in hand. St. Luke’s was not the only legend to describe a painted imago 
Christi. As we shall see, even in the early texts in which the Veronica is mentioned 
we find the relic defined as a painting; it is explicitly stated that the saint sought the 
support of a male artist in the creation of the image. However, the narratives 
surrounding the production of the Holy Image on cloth thus make an even more 
striking departure from this painted tradition, exchanging masculine artistry for a 
medium consistently designated as women’s work in medieval culture, an image 
created through the very haptic care which, as we have seen, was so typically 
feminine in Christian tradition. 
 Legends surrounding the existence of an imago Christi on cloth extended the 
inherently feminine and Christian hermeneutics that we unpacked in the Marian 
literature of Chapter Two. Fabric offered a medium at once manufactured and aptly 
corporeal for Christ’s embodiment. As Kuryluk explains in her encyclopaedic study 
of the Veronica’s development across the Eastern and Western Churches: 
The use of cloth is not surprising. Cloth, a particularly suitable medium for 
(re)producing images, enjoyed special popularity in Byzantine art. […] But 
cloth was favoured for yet another reason. As synonym for dress and skin, it 
[cloth] represented the perfect material for visualizing God’s “clothing” in 
Mary’s flesh. (4)  
 
Intrinsically connected to Christ’s fleshly fabrication in the womb, the Veronica 
offered a more intensely corporeal imago than that proffered by the Luke legend. In 
the words of Belting, “To put it into a nutshell, the icon of Christ was the paradoxical 
search for a body where a body had been but had disappeared ever since” (‘In 
Search of Christ’s Body’ 1), and the Veronica offered a particularly corporal remnant 
of Christ’s bodily presence, simultaneously “a relic of Christ’s earthly life and 
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evidence of his divinity” (Kessler 73). Yet another “clothbody”, the Veronica 
imprinted on fabric could be contemplated as an earthly substitute for Christ’s 
ascended body, a relic of his human presence. 
Indeed, the fact that images of Christ on cloth garnered reverence as relics is 
key to their significance, and it is worth dwelling on this point a little further before I 
outline and consider the evolution of the Veronica legend specifically. As Erik Thunø 
explains:  
To the medieval mind […] image and relic were rarely distinct realities. […] 
Through their divine origins or status as replicas of Christ’s historic face, the 
Mandylion and Veronica extended His presence on Earth, and continued to 
perform miracles. As replicas of the divine, they assumed functions 
otherwise exclusive to the relics of saints. Like the bodily remnants of saints, 
these privileged icons made apparent the divinity’s physical reality, while 
also testifying to His historic presence on Earth. (15-6)  
 
Such Holy Images bore Christ’s essence and agency, and their significance as 
extensions of Christ’s presence was, as we shall see, intrinsically connected to and 
understood through their representation on cloth. In the words of Baert, “textile has 
the explicit capacity to transfer essences of the owner’s body. The clothing of a body 
constitutes that body.” (‘Touching the Hem’ 312) As we shall see, relic lists from the 
medieval period, and medieval England specifically, were littered with cloth relics, 
indicating the prevalence of this ideology in which cloth and body coalesced.  
 It is, however, the tactility, the essentially haptic nature of the relic which is 
so central to our understanding of the Veronica as a cloth. As Kuryluk explains in 
her study, the Veronica was firmly rooted in, as both product and perpetuator of, this 
devotional hapticity; 
Without Jesus’ extensive tactility, Christianity would be a different religion. It 
would have hardly developed the cult of saints, relics, and icons, or invented 
a textile acheiropoieton — a skin-cloth-icon created through the touching of 
Christ and with the purpose of touching others. The sharing of Mary’s and 
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Jesus’ skin conveys the essence of tactility, as does his skin’s destruction. 
(220) 
 
The very sensory, physical perception for which Eve was condemned is central to 
the relic’s appreciation. The concept of experiencing and understanding Christ, of 
achieving a spiritual apotheosis through touch, fuelled the development of a haptic 
devotional ideology which celebrated the material culture of the Veronica alongside 
relics and other spiritual aids such as rosary beads, images, and textiles such as 
clothing. These objects were not simply seen; they were touched, held, caressed, 
and kissed even, encouraging a multisensory form of devotion which emphasised an 
active physical engagement and relationship with the divine. Objects like textile 
acheiropoieta operated in this sense as material mediators for this connection; 
created through touch, they conveyed God’s grace once again through the touch of 
the devotee, encouraging and elevating this most material of the five senses as an 
essential facet and tool of religious devotion.  
I have chosen to trace the evolution of the Veronica primarily as the most 
famous of these relics in Western Christianity, and the one that evidence suggests 
gained most traction in medieval England. The relic’s history, and that of its 
eponymous bearer, is one of flux and change, and the legends surrounding its 
existence and production reflect the complex attitudes towards materiality in 
devotion during this period. At the core of the phenomenon is the fact that this most 
famous of the imago Christi relics is, as we shall see, inextricably connected to a 






St. Veronica’s Evolution in Western Christianity 
 
St. Veronica is commonly understood today as the woman who wiped 
Christ’s face on the road to Calvary, thus taking its imprint on cloth. However, as is 
clearly evidenced by Titus and Vespasian, this was not her original role; she first 
appeared as such in Pseudo-Bonaventure’s Meditationes de Vita Christi, as late as 
the fourteenth century. Her complex history is one of fluidity and change, which 
spanned over a millennium, and drew extensively from the legends of other holy 
images such as the Edessene Mandylion and the icon of Camuliana, crossing the 
boundary between the Eastern and Western Churches. Grasping this tradition is key 
to understanding the significance of her legend, and the conception of Christ both as 
and through clothwork, which the relic developed and encouraged.69 
St. Veronica first originated in the apocryphal gospels, appearing under the 
name Berenice in the Gospel of Nicodemus (c.100-300), as a woman cured of “a 
flow of blood” (439) or haemorrhage by touching Christ’s robe. However, her 
presence in this scene is generally understood to have drawn from one of Christ’s 
miracles related in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (Kuryluk 91, Swan 22-
3). The miracle tells of an anonymous Haemorrhoissa: 
a woman who was troubled with an issue of blood twelve years, came 
behind him, and touched the hem of his garment. For she said within herself: 
If I shall touch only his garment, I shall be healed. But Jesus turning and 
seeing her, said: Be of good heart, daughter, thy faith hath made thee whole. 
And the woman was made whole from that hour. (Matthew 9:19-22)70 
 
The biblical origins of the scene are central to the legend as it was to develop 
through the following centuries and into the medieval period. Christ’s garment 
                                                            
69 Many scholars have traced the evolution of the Veronica image, but I am particularly 
indebted here to the work of Kuryluk, Thomas Hall, and Mary Swan, whose lucid and 
thorough studies bring clarity to this convoluted tradition.  
70 See Mark 5:25-34 and Luke 8:43-8 for other accounts of the miracle. 
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importantly performs as an extension of his power, and in this sense of his body, 
bearing as it does his ability to cure. Most importantly, it is the woman’s faith, her 
conviction that “If I shall touch only his garment, I shall be healed”, that is the 
prerequisite for her cure; as Baert writes, “Touch implies belief in Christ’s divine 
nature; for this reason the Haemorrhoissa is allowed to touch Christ’s mantle.” (‘Who 
Touched My Clothes?’ 18) Yet, her touch implies more than simply faith; her words 
reveal understanding — a conception of cause and effect. She is healed precisely 
because she correctly interprets and engages, specifically in sensory, haptic terms, 
with Christ through the robe.71 She understands the reliquary significance of the 
cloth as an extension of Christ’s body and presence, and seeks a cure through 
specifically physical devotion. 
The scene is also remarkable because of the woman’s status. Her “issue of 
blood” euphemistically suggests some form of menstrual ailment, an irregularity that 
positions her firmly at the margins of Jewish society. As Linda Coon explains in her 
discussion of the miracle: 
This healing is an act of inclusion because Christ violates Hebrew purity laws 
by curing a haemorrhaging woman (Leviticus 15.25-30), considered a social 
pariah because she transferred her uncleanliness to anyone or anything she 
touched, to skin, clothing, bedding, and entire households. (45)72  
 
                                                            
71 Baert further focuses on the moment of healing in ‘Who Touched My Clothes’. Explaining 
that “a tactile connection arises between hem and head,” (5) on early Christian sarcophagi, 
she argues that “The Haemorrhoissa’s story is not merely a story of the crossing of 
boundaries, both sacredly-spatially (the hem) and tactilely (the touching by the zaba), but 
also a story of her miraculous healing and her recovery to total purity through Christ.” (17) 
Her illuminating article ‘Touching the Hem’ also unpacks the haptics of the scene in closer 
depth, not considering the moment as an act of interpretation, but exploring the symbolic 
significance of the woman’s act in touching Christ’s hem as a social convention, an “act of 
submission” (316). Delineating in detail the specific exegetical meanings associated with 
hems, she argues “In short, to touch the hem is to be embraced by God, His kingdom, and 
the coming of Christ” (320).  
72 Kuryluk also notes the inclusionary message of the miracle, and highlights that in curing 
the Haemorrhoissa Christ showed a disregard for religious law which excluded women from 
religious life (92). 
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The narrative celebrates and offers succour to a woman plagued by a distinctly 
feminine form of ill health, and her cure is importantly conveyed through Christ’s 
willingness to touch, to physically display his acceptance of her. Cloth, hapticity, and 
divine grace are aligned and connected at the very origins of the legend, alongside 
the clear message that women are physically and spiritually close to Christ. 
Extant literature reveals that the legend quickly took root and was taken up in 
the following centuries. The anonymous woman’s story next appeared in the fourth-
century Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius of Caesaria, Bishop of Caesarea 
Maritima. Eusebius’s work elaborated upon the story of the unnamed woman cured 
of an “issue of blood” or haemorrhage in the gospels by touching Christ’s robe, 
latching onto and drawing out the curative potency of the legend. He tells us of two 
statues at the Haemorrhoissa's  house in Caesarius Phillippi, depicting herself and 
Christ at the moment of the miracle: 
at his feet on the monument itself a strange species of herb was growing, 
which climbed up to the border of the double cloak of brass, and acted as an 
antidote to all kinds of diseases. The statue, they said, bore the likeness of 
Jesus. And it was in existence even to our day, so that we saw it with our 
eyes when we stayed in the city. And there is nothing wonderful in the fact 
that those heathens, who long ago had good deeds done to them by our 
Saviour, should have made those objects, since we saw the likenesses of 
His apostles also, of Peter and Paul, and indeed of Christ Himself, preserved 
in pictures painted in colours. (7.18.175-7) 
 
In this passage we see the seeds of several key aspects of the Veronica legend as it 
was to evolve in the medieval period, and in particular as it took root in Anglo-Saxon 
England. In her earliest incarnation as the Haemorrhoissa, cured by Christ’s robe, 
Eusebius’ account intrinsically connects Veronica to herbal cures, as evinced by the 
“strange species of herb” which offers “an antidote to all kinds of diseases” growing 
at the foot of the statue, as well as iconography and visual culture. Furthermore, 
Eusebius significantly upholds the notion here that “heathens” could accurately 
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reproduce the “likeness” of Christ in art; central to the statue’s potency is its 
accuracy, its ability to perfectly represent and “preserve” Christ’s miraculous power, 
like the paintings referenced at the end of the passage. As we shall see, the 
possibility of a man-made imago Christi is problematised in medieval versions of the 
Veronica legend, and in discussions surrounding the Veronica relic itself, which 
emphasise mystical vision, and celebrate an acheiropoieta made by divine hands. 
Nonetheless, the two statues, of Christ and the woman later understood to be St. 
Veronica, standing side by side in Eusebius’ account, visually emphasise the 
woman’s physical access to Christ, a key element of the Veronica legend in all of its 
incarnations. 
Another narrative generally recognised as central to the evolution of the 
Veronica is the legend of Edessa, also recorded originally by Eusebius (Swan 23, 
Hall 61-8, Kuryluk 4). The legend tells of King Abgar of Edessa, who, suffering from 
leprosy, hears of Christ’s miracles and sends word to have him come and offer a 
cure. Christ, aware of his impending Passion, replies that he cannot leave 
Jerusalem, but sends in his stead Judas Thaddeus, one of the twelve disciples, to 
cure him after the Crucifixion. Eusebius relates the letters between Christ and 
Abgar, and tells us of the moment in which the miraculous cure is effected: 
as soon as he [Thaddeus] entered a great vision appeared to Abgar on the 
face of the Apostle Thaddeus. And when Abgar saw this, he did reverence to 
Thaddeus, and wonder held all who were standing by, for they had not seen 
the vision, which appeared only to Abgar. (1:3.93) 
 
In this original account of legend, the apostle’s face itself is the conduit to the divine. 
The vision is entirely mystical, not connected to any man-made material object like 
the statue, or imprinted on cloth, but rather inspired by the bodily testimony of the 
apostle’s own faith, a distinction which I shall later suggest informs Old English 
writing on the Veronica. It is worth noting that other versions of the legend do exist, 
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some telling that Abgar sent an artist to make a painting of Christ’s face, while 
others relate how Christ lay down on a cloth, creating an imprint of his image to 
send to the King.73 Yet, the Edessa legend garnered more influence in the Eastern 
Church than the West; it evolved into the Eastern holy cloth, the Mandylion (Kuryluk 
4), while the West invested more strongly in the Veronica legend. However, the 
legends surrounding the Edessan imprint nonetheless strongly influenced the 
Veronica as it was to evolve. As Michele Bacci explains: 
The history of the Edessan Mandylion proved useful, for it implied that Christ 
himself had wanted his image to be transmitted to future generations: no 
matter if its material appearance proved to be paradoxical and inaccessible 
to human sight, its very existence and its nature as an imprint of Jesus’ 
incarnate body made clear that images could be imbued with a sacramental 
meaning almost equivalent to that of the Eucharist. (The Many Faces of 
Christ 48)  
 
The legend most importantly introduced the concept that Christ himself generated 
the image, and that the cloth was an earthly relic of his presence, imbued with his 
power and agency. It encoded, in this sense, a divinely ratified grounds for the use 
of the haptic in Christian devotion, yet again positing fabric at the intersection 
between earthly and spiritual realities. 
 In the following centuries this fascination with the holy image on cloth 
continued to grow, and gave rise to yet another legend which influenced the 
development of the Veronica: the Camuliana icon. Recorded during the second half 
of the sixth century, in the Chronicle of Pseudo-Zachariah Rhetor, attributed to 
Zachariah of Mytilene (c.465-536), the Camuliana legend stipulated that an image of 
                                                            
73 These variations are outlined in Kuryluk (4). The first Edessan narrative to mention the 
painting of an image is the late fourth or early fifth-century text, the Doctrine of Addai, which 
relates, “When Hannan, the keeper of the archives, saw that Jesus spake thus to him, by 
virtue of being the king’s painter, he took and painted a likeness of Jesus with choice paints, 
and brought it with him to Abgar the king, his master.” (5) As we shall explore later, the latter 
version in which Christ himself creates the imprint is related by John Mirk in his Festial 
(2:238) and in Gervase of Tilbury’s Otia Imperialia (595-7).  
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Christ’s face miraculously fell from the sky to prove his existence to a pagan woman, 
named Hypatia: 
… he was [admonishing] her not to act disgracefully and harm her spirit on 
account of the righteous judgement that is to come. She said to him, ‘How 
can I worship him who is invisible, and whom I do not know?’ One day after 
these things took place, she was strolling in her garden, and in her thought 
these things were stirring in her mind. In a spring of water that was in the 
garden she saw an image of Jesus our Lord which was painted on a linen 
cloth which was in the water. When she pulled it up, it was not wet. Being 
amazed, with the headscarf she had on, she covered it in order to honour it, 
and she brought it to the one who was instructing her and showed it to him. 
And there was found on her headscarf a copy of the likeness of that which 
she had pulled up from the water. One picture came to Caesarea, some time 
after the [celebration of] the passion of our Lord, and the other was kept in 
the village of Camulia. A sanctuary was built to honour it by Hypatia, who 
had become a Christian. After some time another woman came from the 
village of Diobulion in the jurisdiction of Amasea, which was mentioned 
above. After she learned of these events she became fervent and by some 
means brought a copy of the icon in Camulia to her own village. In that 
region they call it the acheiropoietos, which means ‘not made by hands’. She 
too built a sanctuary there to honour it. (425-6). 
 
The relic is framed here quite explicitly as a physical, material devotional guide, 
quite literally making Christ visible where his invisibility impedes the development of 
faith. Another icon from the Eastern Church, the Camuliana image, like the 
Mandylion, places an emphasis upon fabric — textiles offer the media upon which 
the imago Christi might be contemplated. It is still painted, yet, in striking opposition 
to Luke’s legend the Camuliana is borne by a woman, and upon a feminised vessel 
in cloth. Furthermore, the image is importantly replicated, imprinted upon Hypatia’s 
headscarf after being wrapped, swaddled as it were, in an act which immediately 
recalls for us Christ’s textile fabrication, and the maternal devotion of the Marian 
literature we explored in Chapter Two. This imprint offers a sign of Hypatia’s faith 
and investment in the imago, and is venerated equally alongside the original 
painting. This notion, the concept of the imprint made by divine hands, interpreted in 
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faith and borne by a woman, is central to the Veronica as it appeared in name at 
least two centuries later. 
Meanwhile, returning to the unnamed Haemorrhoissa of the Gospels, as we 
have seen she was eventually given the title Berenice in the Gospel of Nicodemus 
(439), before she finally came to be known as St. Veronica. The changing names of 
the Haemorrhoissa caused some confusion as the legend developed, particularly in 
the medieval period, shedding further light on her conceptualisation as a bearer of 
Christ’s image. As Gerald of Wales explained in relating his experience of visiting 
the relic in Rome somewhere between the years 1199-1203, “some maintain, 
playing upon the name, that Veronica is so called from vera iconia, that is to say, 
‘true image’” (Speculum Ecclesiae qtd. in Thurston 195). Modern scholars have long 
recognised this interpretation of the name as inaccurate, explaining that Veronica is 
in fact a Latinisation of the original Berenice, meaning “Bearer of Victory” in Greek 
(Herbert ix, Kuryluk 5); yet, the mistranslation detailed by Gerald highlights the fact 
that saint and relic were, to an extent, conceptually elided. The “true image” and the 
woman were, in name, inseparable, and by the twelfth century when Gerald was 
writing, the imago Christi was unequivocally tied to its female bearer. 
By the eighth century, however, Berenice was firmly renamed Veronica, 
marking her firm fixture within the iconographical tradition of the Latin Church. The 
Cura sanitatis Tiberii is the first text in which Veronica is explicitly named as such, 
and was first appended to the Gospel of Nicodemus during this period. This curious 
text relates the curing of the Emperor Tiberius, instead of Abgar, exchanging Judas 
Thaddeus for Veronica in a remarkable move, which places a woman in the position 
of power previously afforded the male apostle.74 The narrative posits Veronica as a 
                                                            
74 Unfortunately, no English translations of the Cura currently exist. See Hall for a full 
exploration and synopsis of the text (60-7). As Hall writes “by substituting Tiberius for Agbar 
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bearer of the imago Christi in portrait form, and became extremely popular across 
the West.  
Veronica remained in this role in the Latin Vindicta Saluatoris, the next text in 
the evolution of the legend, likely composed around the year 700 in Aquitaine 
(Kuryluk 120, Herbert x). This narrative, in turn, combined her story with the 
avenging of Christ and the siege of Jerusalem. A reworking of the historical siege 
led by Vespasian (69-79AD) and his son Titus (79-81) during the Jewish rebellion in 
70 AD, the Vindicta takes place during the later years of the Emperor Tiberius’ reign 
(14-37 AD), reframing the warfare in accordance with Christian values as an act of 
vengeance for the murder of Christ. It is, in fact, via the Vindicta that we find 
Veronica’s legend first translated into English literature proper. Thomas Hall’s 
comprehensive work traces the narrative’s transmission into Anglo-Saxon England 
to a manuscript produced in Saint-Bertin at the close of the ninth century, Saint-
Omer, Bibliotheque Muncipale, 202, a collection of sermons and religious texts 
which had travelled to England by the third quarter of the eleventh century (36-59). 
Notably, the Saint-Omer manuscript is the oldest surviving account of the legend in 
Latin. Very soon after the narrative’s arrival, we find its first translation into Old 
English in Cambridge, University Library, Ii.2.11, fols. 193-202, a manuscript 
produced at the scriptorium of Bishop Leofric at Exeter Cathedral towards the end of 
the eleventh century (Hall 76).75 Importantly, this translation is the earliest extant 
version of the legend in any vernacular (Hall 76), and appeared at least a hundred 
                                                            
and replacing Veronica for Thaddeus, the Cura sanitatis Tiberii distinguished itself as the first 
fully developed Western variant of the Agbar legend, and at the same time as the earliest 
literary embodiment of the medieval legend of Veronica, who from this point on was to 
become memorialized in Christian folklore as the saintly custodian of the imago Christi.” (67) 
75 Extant alongside this manuscript, two further accounts of the text in Old English can be 
traced to the Saint-Omer text: Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 196 (almost certainly 
produced at Leofric’s scriptorium) and London, British Library, Cotton Vespasian D. xiv, 
100v-102r (Hall 76-7). 
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years before the earliest extant vernacular account of the legend in French (Ford 4), 
a comparison that highlights the early nature of insular devotion to the saint and relic 
in medieval England. Furthermore, the Old English text differs from its Latin source 
in significant ways, but most particularly in the exchange of painted imago for a cloth 
relic. From its very origins in medieval England, it seems that the Veronica was a 
textile.  
For centuries, Veronica’s story as related in the Vindicta was considered the 
canonical version of events, until she was placed more firmly on the road to Calvary 
in the fourteenth century, and celebrated as such in Catholic churches throughout 
the West in the Stations of the Cross (Kuryluk 123). As a result of her gradual 
development, her feast day was only inaugurated by Innocent III in 1207, despite the 
fact that records clearly evidence that her veil was venerated in Rome as a relic 
from as early as the eighth century onwards (Swan 24; Kuryluk 5; Wilson 72-3). 
Veronica’s changing depiction and role within Church history necessarily impacted 
her representation in medieval English literature from the Anglo-Saxon period 
onwards, most significantly and pertinently for this study in relation to her 
possession of the Veronica as a textile relic. As such, I have found that the most 
fruitful and coherent way in which to explore this material is by dividing it into three 
chronologically and thematically defined groupings. 
 
The Veronica in Medieval England: An Overview 
 
 As evidenced by the early translation of the Vindicta into Old English, the 
Veronica legend was a popular literary topic in England during the medieval period. 
Akin to the Marian literature from this period that we explored in Chapter Two, extant 
work surrounding the saint emphasises a specifically English preoccupation with the 
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legend’s haptic, textile interpretation of Christ. As Hall writes in his study of the Old 
English Vindicta, “no European nation between the tenth and fifteenth centuries 
showed as sustained a fascination as the English did” (57-8) with the apocryphal 
legend. The extant material is extremely varied in terms of genre and style, and is 
often influenced by Continental traditions and developments surrounding the relic; 
however, it is persistently reflective of a specifically English desire to comprehend 
Christ’s presence and performance of divine grace through cloth.  
Firstly, this chapter considers St. Veronica’s emergence in Anglo-Saxon 
literature. In particular, I engage with Mary Swan’s theories surrounding a localised 
devotion towards the saint in Anglo-Saxon Exeter, exploring further literary evidence 
to suggest that this devotion was driven in part by a regional attachment to cloth as 
a symbol with rich interpretive and spiritual potential. The apocrypha’s appearance 
in Exeter’s scriptorium, I argue, is highly significant, partaking of and contributing to 
a broader literary culture steeped in an awareness of the symbolic and 
hermeneutical qualities of textiles, localised particularly in the South West, Devon 
and Cornwall. Scholarly recognition of Veronica’s emergence in the Old English 
Vindicta has tended to minimise the significance of other popular and folkloric 
references to the saint from this period — I refer here specifically to herbal cures 
directed to feminine ailments, and contained in manuscripts dating back as early as 
the ninth century, which contain clear invocations of her name. Such references 
have been side-lined by critics such as Hall as evidence of merely indirect 
knowledge of the saint (78).76 I redress this material, unpacking its close connection 
to the curative and feminine devotion so central to the evolution of the Veronica 
                                                            
76 Swan equally notes the existence of these texts, but fails to explore their particularly 
feminine connections to Veronica’s legend, and in fact dates them incorrectly (35), as I will 
explain in fuller detail later in the chapter. Meanwhile, the cures are unmentioned in other 
scholarly works on the topic. 
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legend from its very beginnings, and highlighting such gynocentric references as an 
important context for the key changes that we see occurring in the Old English 
Vindicta — namely, the exchange of painted imago for textile relic. Alongside these 
early medicinal texts, I situate Veronica’s appearance with a fabric relic within richer 
regional linguistic and devotional traditions surrounding cloth’s import as both a 
literary device and bodily relic, centred in Devon and Cornwall, and in particular the 
immensely important Exeter Book, which we explored in the introduction to this 
thesis. The legend, I argue, appealed to a culture particularly amenable to the 
interpretation of spiritual truth via a textile hermeneutic. 
Secondly we shall consider material relating to the Veronica in the centuries 
immediately subsequent to the Anglo-Saxon period. In the late twelfth and early 
thirteenth centuries, the clerical writers Gerald of Wales and Gervase of Tilbury 
wrote of their encounters with Veronica as a relic, amongst other miraculous imago 
Christi, in the Speculum Ecclesiae and the Otia Imperialia respectively. The 
accounts found in these works are undeniably influenced by broader Continental 
legends and relics of the True Image, and indicate movement towards a specific 
concern with ascertaining the veracity, the fleshliness of the textile phenomenon as 
a vestige of Christ’s presence. Prayers from this period addressing the Holy Face 
are also bound up in this concern, as the relic’s physical materiality, its status as 
Christ’s “clothbody”, becomes an increasingly explicit element in its veneration. 
Finally, I address literature surrounding the Veronica from the later English 
Middle Ages. A plethora of extant Middle English and Cornish material, from 
romances to sermons, lives of Christ and mystery plays, considered the Veronica 
during the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The shift from painting to textile so 
central to the Vindicta, and indeed the complex hermeneutics conveyed through this 
conception of clothwork, I argue, developed and evolved to address more complex 
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theological issues in these works. In particular, we see fabric placed at the centre of 
the conveyance and reception of divine grace, the feminine domain of sensory 
interpretation and material devotion posited once again at the core of the Christian 
experience. Such narratives insist more clearly than ever that Christ’s face was 
literally present on the cloth, indicating an intensifying desire to envisage and 
interpret the divine as a clothwork. However, we must begin tracing this tradition by 
considering the earliest mentions of the name Veronica in a selection of English 
manuscripts less concerned with the holy relic than the potency of the biblical 
Haemorrhoissa's cure: Anglo-Saxon herbal cures. 
 
St. Veronica in Anglo-Saxon Herbology 
 
While scholars have identified the Old English Vindicta as containing her 
earliest appearance in English literature proper, St. Veronica in fact emerged first in 
early collections of medical cures and incantations. As Swan and Hall have 
observed, the name Veronica appears in several incantations and herbal cures in 
Bald’s Leechbook, a book of cures compiled around the same time as the Old 
English Vindicta (c.1050), and other manuscripts such as the Royal Prayerbook 
(Swan 34-6; Hall 78).77 However, as I aim to show, incorrect dating of the 
Prayerbook has led to its marginalisation within this scholarly discourse; in fact 
produced in Mercia, adjacent to Wessex, as early as the ninth century, well before 
the appearance of the Vindicta, the manuscript reveals a much earlier knowledge of, 
and popular devotion to, the saint than has previously been recognised. 
                                                            
77 Only one manuscript of the Leechbook remains extant: London, British Library, Royal 12. 
D. XVII. The Prayerbook, likewise, exists in only one manuscript: London, British Library 
Royal MS 2. A. XX. 
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Containing clearly folkloric elements and popular cures, these manuscripts 
were nonetheless produced within the domain of state and ecclesiastical authority. 
They are, in a sense, hybrid collections; their inclusion of folkloric cures marking the 
amalgamation of this element of popular devotion within official, literate society. As 
Richard Scott Nokes writes in his study of the Leechbook: 
Rather than being the object of popular folklore, perhaps tacitly permitted by 
the church, these two books are the product of official efforts in both church 
and state. The court of King Alfred the Great was involved either directly or 
indirectly in the compilation of the original text. […] More than any other 
surviving charm text, Bald’s Leechbook is an authorized, official text. (73-4)78 
 
The prayers and incantations included in these manuscripts were deemed eminently 
worthy of record, not only accepted but endorsed within the court of the king. Their 
inclusion of the name Veronica, then, indicates the broadness of her appeal across 
the kingdoms of Wessex and Mercia in particular, in the south of England. 
The incantations and cures included in these manuscripts associated St. 
Veronica with the staunching of blood and other specifically gynaecological 
concerns — the very same issues we see connected to the saint from her origins as 
the Haemorrhoissa. Indeed, the treatments are reminiscent of the Haemorrhoissa's 
early connection to medicine in Eusebius, if we recall the “strange species of herb” 
growing at the feet of the statue of Christ, which “acted as an antidote to all kinds of 
diseases”. The Anglo-Saxon cures thus, I argue, pick up on and direct the botanical 
healing aspects of the legend specifically towards women’s health, reading in 
Veronica’s legend a particular support and aid for women. The inclusion of 
specifically feminine interests in these manuscripts has been well-attested by 
                                                            
78 For further work on the fusion of folk and Christian worldviews in the Leechbook, alongside 
other Old English herbologies, see Karen Louise Jolly, Popular Religion in Late Anglo-Saxon 
England: Elf Charms in Context. As Jolly writes, “the congruence between folk and Christian 
cosmologies in the association of elves, demons, fevers, and madness” (133) in such works 
is a hallmark of this combination, “The Leechbook remedies, so diverse and yet so 




scholars. Michelle P. Brown has written that the Royal Prayerbook is distinguished 
by “material couched in the feminine, or even more indicatively a mixed gender, 
voice and litanies or readings with a marked female slant” (‘Mercian Manuscripts?’ 
288), and Patrick Sims-Williams has more specifically argued that “the prominence 
of charms to ease bleeding that refer to Christ's healing of Beronice (the woman 
afflicted by the flux of blood) suggests that some of its material was drawn from a 
compilation made for female use”. (282) Meanwhile, Marijane Osborn has sought to 
uncover the lost views of, for the most part, illiterate female herbalists in such works, 
highlighting Book III of the Leechbook in particular as “open to native lore, charms, 
and even women’s gynaecological issues” (315-6). References towards Veronica in 
these texts are, indeed, at their core entrenched within this female-centric context. 
For example, the following incantation from Book I of the Leechbook references a 
robe, significantly described as belonging to Veronica (or Berenice, in the original 
Latin): 
Again, a godly [godcund] prayer : In nominate domini sit benedictum [In the 
name of the Lord be blessed]. beronice, beronicen [Veronica] et habet in 
vestimento et in femore suo. Scriptum rex regnum et dominus dominatum 
[she? Has on her garment and on her thigh? (it is) written king of kings and 
lord of lords]. (qtd. in Jolly 150)79 
 
While Karen Louise Jolly has noted that “St. Veronica’s name invokes the cloth of 
the saint, which touched the face of Christ and bore his image” (150), the prayer 
indicates a much deeper engagement with her legend. The incantation appears to 
show an awareness of the original Haemorrhoissa's miraculous, haptic cure, 
gesturing towards the garment’s significance as an aid to menstrual health in its 
                                                            
79 The sections of the Leechbook quoted in this thesis are taken from Jolly and Osborn’s 
partial translations of the text for their works Popular Religion in Late Anglo-Saxon England: 
Elf Charms in Context (1996) and ‘Anglo-Saxon Ethnobotany: Women’s Reproductive 
Medicine in Leechbook III’ (2008). These translations are significantly more up-to-date than 
the only entire English translation of the work, Thomas Oswald Cockayne’s Leechdoms, 
Wortcunning, and Starcraft of Early England (1864). 
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placement at Veronica’s thigh. Maintaining the strong connection between saint and 
relic, the prayer thus bears a specifically gynaecological relevance, strongly 
suggesting a feminine engagement with, and appreciation of, the saint and relic.  
Moreover, we also find in Book III of the Leechbook several references to 
hlaemoc, Old English for brooklime, a herb also known as Veronica Beccabunga. As 
Nokes writes in his study of the manuscript’s compilation, Book III, also known as 
the Lacnunga, was added to the Leechbook some time after Books I and II (56), and 
scholars have noted its distinctly more folkloric and gynocentric content; indeed, 
Osborn persuasively locates in the Lacnunga the bulk of the manuscript’s 
gynocentric herbology (305-16). This gynocentrism is, unsurprisingly, connected to 
brooklime. In the Lacnunga, the herb is used to address haemorrhages and 
illnesses concerning menstruation and childbirth. In one example, the reader is 
instructed, “If from a woman will not part after the birth the placenta, boil old lard in 
water, bathe with it the vulva; or boil brooklime or hock’s leaf in ale, give it [to her] to 
drink hot.” (qtd. in Osborn 305) Another advises for the herb’s use in the case of 
stillbirth, explaining, “If in a woman be a dead child, boil in milk and in water 
brooklime and pennyroyal; give [it to her] to drink twice a day.” (qtd. in Osborn 306) 
Perhaps most pertinently to our topic, the Lacnunga also advises that brooklime be 
used for explicitly menstrual issues, stating, “Against that by which is suppressed 
their monthly period, boil in ale brooklime and the two centauries” (qtd. in Osborn 
306), a poultice to be taken at the time menstruation should be expected.  
Brooklime was first named Veronica Beccabunga in print in an English 
translation of Hieronymus von Brunschwig’s Vertuous Boke of Distyllacyon of the 
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Waters in 1527,80 yet, indigenous to the British Isles, its association with Veronica 
may indeed have derived from such cures. In support of this theory, we can draw a 
connection between the manuscript of the Leechbook and the Old English Vindicta, 
beyond their production at the same period. In his excellent study of Anglo-Saxon 
Exeter, Patrick Conner has suggested that the scribes of each text copied the hand 
of the same source, placing them in close geographic and ideological proximity (78-
9). This parallel is compelling, and suggests at the very least that the Veronica of the 
Vindicta tapped into concerns surrounding women’s health in particular, and a 
medical culture in which the practical, religious, and folkloric were fused.  
 The Royal Prayerbook contains cures featuring the invocation of Veronica 
very similar to those found in the Leechbook. However, the incantations in the 
Prayerbook offer examples of Veronica’s provenance which significantly predate the 
Vindicta, and derive in fact from a different geographic area.81 In their studies, Sims-
Williams and Brown have clearly indicated the manuscript’s original Worcester 
provenance, in the Kingdom of Mercia (Sims-Williams 280; Brown, ‘Mercian 
Manuscripts?’ 288), and such evidence makes it possible that the veneration of 
Veronica evidenced in the Prayerbook spread from Mercia to Wessex. As Conner 
has explained in detail, after establishing a monastery at Exeter in 932, King 
Æthelstan, accepted as King of Mercia in 924, gifted one third of his relics to the city 
(23-7); it is thus worth considering the idea that the cultural exchange brought about 
by the acquisition of Mercia may have influenced the spread of devotion surrounding 
the saint. The manuscript’s Worcester provenance at the very least indicates that 
the saint’s appeal was not merely localised in Anglo-Saxon Wessex, but spread 
                                                            
80 The Oxford English Dictionary details this reference: “1527 L. Andrewe tr. H. Brunschwig 
Vertuose Bk. Distyllacyon ii. lxxix. sig. Fij/2   A dragma of pouder of ye same herbe 
Veronica.” (np.) 
81The British Library have provided this information, alongside a detailed outline of the 
manuscript’s contents, in their digitised version of the manuscript (n.p). 
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more broadly amongst the centres of monastic learning in the South West of 
England during this period.  
However, it is the dating of the Prayerbook, a somewhat more problematic 
issue, with which I am primarily concerned here. G. Storms has titled the manuscript 
Regius 2A XX and attributed it to the eleventh century (292-3), yet no such 
manuscript exists in catalogues, and, from its description, the compilation appears 
instead to be a Latinisation of Royal 2A XX, dated by the British Library to the late 
eighth or early ninth century (n.p.). Furthermore, and indeed perhaps as a result of 
this confusion, Swan dates the manuscript to the first half of the tenth century (35). 
Whether the result of Storm’s dated title (which seems likely in Swan’s case, as she 
uses Storm as her source), or the consequence of some other anomaly, scholars to 
date have thus failed to note the fact that the Prayerbook offers evidence of 
Veronica’s veneration which so significantly predates the Vindicta. The manuscript 
includes at least six Latin charms which invoke Veronica in what we have now seen 
was her typical role, to staunch bleeding (Storms 292-3). Most tellingly, it also 
contains a version of the apocryphal letter from Christ to Abgar (f.12r-v); a highly 
significant finding, which has passed entirely unnoticed to date. This is particularly 
exciting as evidence that one of the key texts in the evolution of the Vindicta, and a 
narrative which understood Christ’s relic as an item of clothwork, existed in Anglo-
Saxon England before the apocrypha was translated into Old English, and was 
compiled alongside popular cures and prayers surrounding the saint. The 
Prayerbook thus offers particularly strong evidence that Veronica’s invocation in 
cures predated and informed her appearance in the Vindicta, supporting the notion 
that a specific devotion towards the saint and her relic took root in Anglo-Saxon 
England much earlier than previously thought. Indeed, the evidence provided by 
these earlier manuscripts, their consistent concern with feminine health and 
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medicine, is central to our understanding of the context surrounding Veronica’s 
distinctive appearance in the Old English Vindicta, to which we turn now. 
 
St. Veronica in Anglo-Saxon Exeter 
 
The Old English Vindicta is distinct, separate from its sources in one key 
aspect: its veneration of a fabric, rather than painted, relic. This is a shift that places 
the feminine association with textiles at the centre of the legend, an alignment with 
cloth which, I aim to show, was firmly established and explored as a literary tool 
during this period, and particularly at the Exeter scriptorium and in the surrounding 
region. In putting forward this argument, I extend and further explore Swan’s 
theories surrounding a particular devotion towards the saint in Exeter, moving her 
arguments forward to consider precisely why Veronica appealed to Christians in 
Exeter at this time.  
Swan’s essay, ‘Remembering Veronica in Anglo-Saxon England’ in Writing 
Gender and Genre in Medieval Literature: Approaches to Old and Middle English 
Texts (2002), marks a great step in uncovering Veronica’s significance in early 
medieval England, and is the only exploration of her significance in specifically 
English culture to date. Her core argument is that the introduction of the Veronica 
legend preceded the influx of French culture brought by the Norman invasion, and 
that the movement towards affective piety, specifically devotion to the instruments of 
the Passion, to which the saint and relic are so strongly connected, thus predated its 
generally accepted beginnings during the High Middle Ages in the twelfth century 
(22). She relies heavily on the palaeographic work of Conner and Hall to build a 
strong case for the theory that Exeter held a specific devotion to Veronica, centred 
on the early translation of the legend from the Latin Saint-Omer text to Old English 
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in Cambridge, University Library Ii. 2. 11, and the fact that it was closely followed by 
a second copy of the vernacular legend in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 196 
(25). This second manuscript was also produced in the latter half of the eleventh 
century, catalogued alongside the former in Bishop Leofric’s donation list at Exeter 
Cathedral during his episcopate from 1050-1072, and written in the hands of scribes 
identified with his scriptorium (Swan 25; Conner 3). While this second copy of the 
Vindicta is unfortunately incomplete, it is closely similar to Cambridge, University 
Library Ii. 2. 11, and, indeed, Swan supports Hall’s persuasive argument that the two 
accounts were copies of a third even earlier vernacular account (itself a copy of the 
Saint-Omer text), which has unfortunately been lost, establishing an indirect 
connection between these extant copies (Swan 25; Hall 76).  
However, for the purposes of this study, Swan’s most significant observation 
lies in her suggestion that, “by the eleventh century, there exists a distinctive, early, 
Old English tradition in which Veronica is already associated with an image of 
Christ’s face which is not painted, but which is on a piece of cloth from a garment” 
(30). This important alteration to the legend is, I suggest, distinctive to the region of 
its production and, in particular, a localised attachment to the literary and spiritual 
hermeneutical qualities of cloth. While Swan rightly offers the increasing fascination 
with relics during this period as context for the shift from painting to textile in the Old 
English tradition (22), her argument that the Holy Face is visually rendered on the 
cloth is not necessarily supported by the text, which instead invests in the sanctity of 
the cloth itself as a material extension of Christ’s body. Her exploration of precisely 
why the saint and relic appealed at this period in Exeter is limited, and I suggest 
here how this can be deeply enriched by an approach that highlights and positions 
the textile hermeneutics of the text within a broader pre-existing tradition, evidenced 
by a diverse selection of religious and folkloric texts, in addition to the herbal cures 
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already discussed, with a wider scope across the South West of England into 
Cornwall.  
From her very introduction, St. Veronica is afforded greater prominence and 
attention in the Old English Vindicta than she is in the Latin. If we compare her 
entrance in the two narratives the contrast here is abundantly clear. The Latin Saint-
Omer text succinctly relates that, in the aftermath of the Siege of Jerusalem, Titus 
and Vespasian “found a woman whose name was Veronica, and found the face of 
the Lord with her” (270). Meanwhile, the Old English Vindicta expands upon and 
explains her relevance to the narrative much more fully, relating: 
They found a woman whose name was Veronica, and she was very 
Christian and loved and honoured amongst the whole people, because she 
was the same Veronica who had touched the Saviour’s garment, and was 
healed from the flow of blood. She had a certain portion of the Saviour’s 
garment, and held it in great honour, and kept it always because of Christ’s 
face. (273)  
 
While in the Latin she is only given seventeen words, in the Old English she has 
sixty-four, almost quadruple that number. Her piety and the reverence that it inspires 
amongst the populace of Jerusalem is emphasised, as is her history. The Old 
English takes care to remind us that she is the Haemorrhoissa, that she was 
miraculously cured through touching that garment, and has retained a relic of the 
cloth as a memorial. In this way, the vernacular translation much more fully unpacks 
and dwells upon the relic and the story of its creation as a material aid to the saint’s 
devotion, an aid created as a salve for a specifically feminine ill.  
If we compare these extracts more closely the complexities of the shift from 
painted icon to textile relic in the Old English Vindicta become clearer. The media 
through which the face is depicted in the Latin text is unclear until its very end, when 
Titus and Vespasian bring Veronica to Rome with the relic in order to cure the 
Emperor Tiberius of his leprosy. The two leaders describe their victory, telling the 
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Emperor that “they sent a search for the face of the Lord and found the woman, by 
name Veronica, holding it who painted it [italics mine]” (290). In contrast, the relic is 
explicitly understood as a cloth from the very outset of the Old English account. 
Veronica’s introduction stipulates that, “She had a certain portion of the saviour’s 
garment [italics mine].” (273) The relic no longer appears to be a product of human 
artistry or even iconography, like the painting alluded to in the Latin manuscript. 
Instead, it is venerated as a garment, an item of clothing reminiscent of Christ’s 
appearance and presence. Literal image is exchanged for an allusive, bodily 
alternative, another kind of “clothbody”,82 and we must ask why. The reason for this 
shift lies in the Anglo-Saxon willingness to invest in acts and items of clothwork as 
sites of power and rich interpretive significance; indeed, literature from this period 
reveals a particularly strong hermeneutical tradition tied to cloth and clothwork. 
As we explored in the Introduction, cloth production was a traditionally 
feminine activity throughout the Anglo-Saxon period. The working of fabric, evidence 
abundantly suggests, was a domain associated with the manifestation and exercise 
of feminine power. Indeed, references to women “peace-weavers” made this 
manifest, and the term can, in fact, be found in the poem ‘Widsith’, also titled ‘The 
Scop or Scald’s Tale’, contained in the very Exeter Book to which we turned as a 
case study in the Introduction to this thesis. In this poem, the song of a wandering 
minstrel, the appellation is used in reference to “Ealhild, faithful peace-weaver” (10-
11), the wife of the eponymous poet. The reference is fleeting, and the poem is 
primarily concerned with detailing the poet’s illustrious acquaintance with various 
peoples, heroes, and other kinds; however, the term’s use as such is testament to 
its widely recognised position as a linguistic commonplace.  
                                                            
82 As with the tunica inconsutilis, it is worth noting that I refer to Christ’s garment here as a 
“clothbody” rather than a “sartorial body”, shaped by social mores. 
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The presence of the term “peace-weaver” in a manuscript produced in the 
same locale a century before the Old English translation of the Vindicta is highly 
significant. Indeed, the famous Exeter Book’s provenance in the same region as the 
Old English text is particularly telling. Not only do we find a strong textile 
hermeneutic running throughout the Book, but we find it applied explicitly to 
Christian exegesis. Textiles are used as a means by which to interpret aspects of 
both Christian and secular culture, while also illustrating the dangers of 
misinterpretation which come with a reliance upon earthly material objects. For 
example, ‘Riddle 11’ reads as follows: 
My garment is stained dark, my ornaments bright, 
red and shining on my robe. 
I delude the fool and urge the idiot 
on reckless tracks; others I steer 
from suitable ones. I do not know why 
they, thus mad, robbed of reason, 
deluded in deed, praise my 
shadowy way to everyone. Woe to them for that habit, 
when they bring the most beloved of hoards on high, 
if they do not first retreat from recklessness. (1-10) 
 
The solution to this riddle, I would suggest, is wine.83 The drink, in its alluring 
sparkling raiment, is the subject of misinterpretation; it misleads and, depriving men 
of their wits, is wrongfully celebrated as an object of praise amongst the “reckless 
tracks” of men. Dress tricks the perceiver into interpreting the subject as one of 
hedonistic pleasure rather than the spiritual enrichment suggested in the closing 
lines’ turn towards religious matter. Wine, the riddle’s solution, positions its abuse as 
an obstacle to heavenly reward. To a degree, the riddle even hints at the notion of 
Transubstantiation. Beyond its material significance as an earthly pleasure, the 
riddle implies that wine might be used wisely, and the poem’s spiritual tenor, 
                                                            




mention of heavenly reward “on high”, reminds us of wine’s spiritual significance in 
its transformation into Christ’s blood during the Mass. The image of wine in its 
shining garb relies again on the textile hermeneutic I have traced thus far; its allure 
and worth significantly understood and interpreted via cloth, and encoding a much 
deeper, distinctly spiritual meaning. 
Another poem to be found in the Exeter Book, ‘On the Crucifixion’, engages 
with the textile hermeneutic we have traced thus far in this thesis more overtly, 
specifically exploring the rich symbolism of the rending of the temple veil. The poem 
relates the cleaving of the veil at Christ’s Passion, using fabric to depict the issues of 
misinterpretation which it follows antisemitic tradition in positing at the core of 
Jewish faith. As established in Chapter Two, the veil separated the Holy of Holies, 
the tabernacle where, according to Jewish belief, God dwelt, from the rest of the 
temple; the textile thus materially visualised the divine presence on Earth and, by 
extension, Jewish faith in that very presence. The poem interprets the rending of the 
veil as an act of violence perpetrated through the Jews’ refusal to interpret Christ as 
God. It explains: 
when their creator 
the impious seiz’d, 
with sinful hands. 
The sun was extinguish’d, 
with sufferings obscur’d. 
Then the people saw, 
in Jerusalem,  
of textures choicest, 
(that ere, to that holy  
house 
in reverence, 
the multitude should behold,) 
from above all burst, 
so that on earth it lay 
in pieces twain; 
the temple’s veil itself, 
with wonder-colours wrought, 
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for the beauty of that house, 
in twain was rent, 
as if it a faulchion’s edge 
sharp had pass’d through. (70) 
 
The event is perceived as a direct result of the “impious” treatment of Christ, the 
“faulchion” rending the veil in half strongly paralleled with the violent hands of those 
who condemned him to death on the cross. By failing to rightly interpret Christ as the 
Messiah, the poem suggests that the Jews have brought about the destruction of 
their own faith system as surely as if that faulchion, or knife, were in their hands; 
Christ’s sacrifice has destroyed the Jewish religion, symbolised by the cloth, an 
object that visualises God’s presence on Earth, as God has forsaken the faith. 
Textile destruction here thus symbolises a disastrous act of misinterpretation, and, 
indeed, Christ’s persecution via textiles is part of a much broader tradition, which will 
be explored in full in Chapter Four. For now, however, we must consider the ways in 
which such narratives provided a prelude, as it were, for St. Veronica’s appearance.  
Indeed, if we juxtapose the temple veil of ‘On the Crucifixion’ with the 
Veronica relic in the Anglo-Saxon Vindicta, we can understand the latter as 
representative of a new Christian faith system. Christ’s robe, a textile “clothbody” 
which manifests his presence as man and God on Earth, ostensibly replaces the 
destroyed symbol of the Jewish faith, a faith that denied that God had assumed a 
human, bodily form in Christ. Clothwork, women’s work, offers the language and 
symbols through which this Christian sign system is developed. ‘On the Crucifixion’, 
like the riddles, uses a feminine schema and hermeneutic to encode the core tenet 
of the Christian faith: Christ’s Incarnation as both God and man, Father and Son. 
The garment’s status as a “clothbody”, its allusion to Christ’s corporeal presence, 
can be understood more firmly within the context of reliquary devotion in Exeter 
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during the period of the Vindicta’s translation, a material piety particularly reliant 
upon cloth, of which we have particularly strong and telling evidence.  
Cloth’s centrality for Christian devotion during this period in Exeter 
particularly is clearly demonstrated in the relic list often titled the ‘Æthelstan 
Donation’, which we referenced briefly in Chapter Two, by no coincidence compiled 
at the time of the Vindicta’s translation. The list (contained in Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, MS. Auctarium D.2.16) details Æthelstan’s donations to the Minster of St. 
Mary and St. Peter in the 930s (Swan 37-8, Conner 23). As Conner explains, it is 
written in a late insular hand, which indicates it was produced over a hundred years 
after the relics’ original donation in the latter half of the eleventh century, and bears 
an inscription revealing that it too was held at Exeter Cathedral during Leofric’s 
episcopy (173-4). It most significantly reveals a specific attachment to textile relics 
alongside the bodily remnants of saints in the everyday devotional practices of the 
area. In total, thirteen of the one hundred and thirty-nine relics are made of cloth 
(179-85). This, at first glance, is a small number, yet, as eighty-five of the relics 
remain unspecified and forty-one are bones, the fact that specific descriptions are 
given of textile remnants is significant. Indeed, the detailing of clothing alongside 
bodily remains in the list aligns thread and flesh, as it were, emphasising the 
corporeal significance of the textile relics. We repeatedly find the two formulaically 
juxtaposed; relics “From the body of St. John the Baptist and from his clothes” (179), 
and “From the neckbone of St. Paul the Apostle, and from his clothes” (179), to give 
but two examples, quite literally bring cloth and body together. Items of clothing, 
alongside bodily fragments, clearly retained a sense of the saint’s physical presence 
and essence.  
Furthermore, the first cloth relic detailed in the document is “From the 
garment which our Lord himself had on when he was here in the world among men” 
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(179). The listing is undeniably evocative of the miraculous tunica inconsutilis, which 
we explored in Chapter Two, but more strongly correlates with Christ’s simple 
“garment” as referenced in the Vindicta. As Swan has noted, its appearance in the 
donation suggests a specific (and indeed, pre-existing, given the original donation of 
the relics in the tenth century) Exeter interest in Veronica’s legend (37-8). These 
relics were used extensively in public display, as a material aid to community 
devotion; indeed, considering the tone of the document, Conner agrees with the 
assessment of F. Rose-Troup that the list can be “identified as a sermon, 
appropriate to the mass or procession for the feast of the relics at Exeter” (175). 
Their physicality and tangibility were key to their function as visible manifestations, 
and, indeed, vessels, of saintly sanctity and Christian faith. The document thus not 
only evinces a specific devotion to Christ’s robe which pre-dates, and may well have 
informed, the existing manuscripts of the Vindicta, but a broader investment in the 
power of cloth as a material, tangible vessel of spiritual truth.  
 The list also includes famous cloth relics, as we have seen from the Virgin’s 
robe and headdress, but also the veil of St. Agatha, and the clothing of St. Petroc 
(179-85). The latter is particularly significant as a less canonical local saint accorded 
a greater degree of veneration in the area surrounding Exeter than in the rest of 
England, and whose life in fact includes an episode remarkably similar to the 
Veronica legend. St. Petroc (d.564), regarded variously in hagiographical traditions 
as the son of an unnamed Welsh king or King Glywys, was strongly connected to 
Cornwall, as patron saint of churches including Bodmin, Padstow and Little 
Petherick, and throughout the medieval period his patronage was also assigned to 
several parish churches in the adjoining Devon. Indeed, as Nicholas Orme explains, 
these patronages in Devon eventually outnumbered those in Cornwall (The Saints of 
Cornwall 218). The first documents mentioning Petroc are connected to the 
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churches of Bodmin and Padstow, and date from the tenth century (Orme 214). As 
Orme details, however, the Vita Petroci, the earliest life of St. Petroc, thought to 
have been originally produced around the middle of the eleventh century, now exists 
solely in Breton manuscripts; although he conjectures that the text “was known in 
England and looks more like the work of an author in Cornwall, such as a cleric of 
Bodmin, than of someone writing elsewhere” (214). 84 The life was abridged in the 
fifteenth century by John Capgrave in his Nova Legenda Anglie, later used as a key 
resource by Nicholas Roscarrock in the sixteenth century (Orme 215). The strong 
regional devotion to Petroc evidenced by the tenth-century veneration of his relic 
and provenance of documents relating to his life, and the production of his Vita 
during the century in which the Vindicta appeared in Old English, is not coincidental. 
His miracles tapped into the very same concerns about feminine health and cloth’s 
haptic, curative potential which we find at the core of Veronica’s legend from its very 
origins.  
 Amongst the miracles attributed to Petroc in Roscarrock’s Lives of the 
Saints: Cornwall and Devon, one in particular is remarkably similar to the tale of 
Veronica’s curing as the Haemorrhoissa. Roscarrock tells of an incident in which “A 
woman which had bene long trobled with the bloody flux touching secretly his 
[Petroc’s] garment with confident hope of help was cured.” (102)85 Assuming the role 
of Veronica, the woman is healed through contact with the robe of the saint, as the 
                                                            
84 See also Karen Jankulak’s The Medieval Cult of St. Petroc for a full and detailed study of 
the saint. As she relates, the earliest extant life of St. Petroc, the Vita Petroci, is only found in 
Continental, Breton manuscripts (2). All other extant texts surrounding the saint’s life can be 
found in the fourteenth-century Gotha manuscript, a compilation of Celtic and Anglo-Latin 
hagiography (3). 
85 Due to the fact that there is no edited translation of the Nova Legenda Anglie, and my own 
Latin is at best imperfect, I have chosen to use Roscarrock’s account here. However, it 
should be noted that Roscarrock’s account follows his Latin source, which details, “Mulier 
quedam annis plurimis fluxum perpessa sanguinis, sancti viri veste clanculo tacta, sanitatem 
fidei merito perfectam recepit” (31p), which can be roughly translated as “A woman who for 
many years suffered a flow of blood secretly touched the holy man’s dress, and on merit of 
faith had perfect healing.” [translation mine] 
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narrative positions Petroc as performing a kind of imitatio Christi. Such miracles are 
not uncommon; indeed, we find the Haemorrhoissa's tale repeated as a trope in 
early Christian texts such as the Vitas Patrum (produced before 500AD), which 
related “How the gowne of saynt Pachomyen heelyd folke of the blody Flux” (Cxxiii). 
However, it is highly significant that this specific miracle was connected to a saint 
venerated in the very region in which the Vindicta was translated. Given the 
absence of concrete evidence that the Vita Petroci was produced in England, it is 
impossible to discern with certainty whether this miracle tale predates the presence 
of the Vindicta in Exeter; however, I would suggest that the parallel between the two 
legends makes this highly likely. Furthermore, the existence of Petroc’s clothes in 
the Exeter relic lists, as part of a donation which preceded the Vindicta by more than 
a century, indicates a specific investment in the textiles’ sanctity which cannot be 
mere coincidence. The tale reinforces a representation of textiles as offering a 
distinctly feminine hermeneutic, a means for women specifically to interpret and find 
solace in sanctity. The anonymous Haemorrhoissa approaches Petroc’s garment 
“with confident hope of help”,86 in full belief in the sanctity conferred upon it by the 
saint. This faith, this rightful interpretation of the clothing and its wearer as sacred, is 
central to the success of her curing, as she, like St. Veronica, reads and invests in 
the spiritual import of the cloth as an extension of Petroc’s body. 
 The tale of Petroc’s Haemorrhoissa is in many ways the last piece of the 
puzzle surrounding the context of the Vindicta’s translation in the eleventh century. It 
is the final part of our jigsaw of extant evidence from tenth and eleventh-century 
Exeter and the surrounding area which, put in place, reveals a remarkably rich and 
meaningful picture of the region’s cultural attachment to textiles and clothwork 
                                                            
86 An interpretation equally evident in the Latin Nova Legenda Anglie, in which the woman is 
healed on “merit of faith”. 
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metaphors as literary and religious hermeneutical tools. Time and again, whether in 
the folkloric riddles and religious poetry of the Exeter Book, the practical and public 
veneration of cloth relics, or in the saint’s miracle lore, we find cloth invested with 
great meaning, and this context is central to both the Vindicta’s appeal, and to its 
transformation of the Veronica from painting to clothing relic; from artistic image to 
“clothbody”. 
 The Old English Vindicta not only translates the relic from image to 
clothwork, but takes care to offer a rationale for this shift, an explanation premised 
upon the relic’s heightened significance as a garment. The distinction is introduced 
when Veronica presents the cloth to Volosianus, the Emperor’s ambassador. The 
text tells us that “when the holy relic was brought to him, [Volosianus] immediately 
fell down flat and worshipped Him with true faith, and so allowed that it was the face 
of the Lord himself. But assuredly it was not so, but it was the garment which the 
Saviour himself wore.” (281) Volosianus sees in the cloth “the face of the Lord 
himself”, a statement allusive of the “painted” (290) image of the Latin Saint-Omer 
text, but the Old English stridently declares his perception to be wrong: the 
miraculous relic he is presented with is, instead, Christ’s robe. The image of Christ’s 
face which he sees, it is implied, is a mental vision rather than physical sight. Why, 
we must ask, does Volosianus see the imago Christi represented on the garment? 
Why does the narrative take care to include and highlight his misperception? The 
answers lie in the very textile culture and hermeneutic so clearly localised in Exeter. 
Textiles’ function in the narratives we have explored up to this point is essentially 
semiotic. Their role is not to literally and visually portray meaning so much as to 
gesture towards an “other” greater meaning. The riddles use textiles as a linguistic 
tool to point towards other, abstracted solutions; the cloth relics are, quite literally, a 
physical conduit to their saint; and the Old English Veronica is contained within the 
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same sign system. In this scene, Volosianus does not so much misread Veronica’s 
cloth as misunderstand his own spiritual interpretation in terms of materiality. As a 
“pagan”, he is illiterate in this textile hermeneutic; he comprehends the mystical 
vision which the garment inspires as literal sight, unable to engage with the cloth’s 
ability to signify meanings beyond its own physical, visual status. In this sense, and 
perhaps unsurprisingly, given its early existence alongside prayers invoking 
Veronica in the Royal Prayerbook, the Old English version bears closer similarity to 
Eusebius’ Abgar legend than his unnamed Veronica tale; this version is, in fact, 
explicitly concerned with arguing against the notion that Christ’s face could be 
reproduced.  
 The Old English Vindicta’s emphatic rejection of a literal imago Christi can be 
interpreted as a reaction against the iconographical tendencies of the Latin text. The 
iconographical implications of the shift have, as yet, passed unnoticed. The 
translation change is unmentioned in Hall’s detailed ‘Introduction’ to his edition of 
the Latin and Old English texts, while Swan interprets the garment as visually 
bearing “the impression of Christ’s face” (30), and Kuryluk claims, “Like an exposed 
film, the cloth contains Jesus’ image which, however, can be “developed” only when 
the proper light is “switched on,” i.e. under the gaze of a few true believers” (214), in 
her brief discussion of the Anglo-Saxon text. While Kuryluk’s statement touches 
most closely on what occurs, an image (albeit cerebral) being inspired by faithful 
reception of the cloth, she joins Swan in obfuscating the full significance of the Old 
English description. The narrative at the very least implies that Christ’s garment 
offers a richer and more spiritually fulfilling relic than a painting. While in the Latin 
text Titus and Vespasian explicitly search in Jerusalem for “the face of the Lord” 
(270), in the Old English they look for “any worthy relics of the Saviour, whether of 
His clothing or of any other precious things” (271), pointedly searching for remnants 
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and relics of Christ’s time on Earth, rather than depictions of his face. In other 
words, they set much greater value on such objects; a viewpoint that coincides with 
the distinguished position of cloth relics in ‘Athelstan’s Donation’. The scene, like 
Petroc’s miracle, posits the garment as an extension of the holy body; the cloth of 
the Old English Vindicta is venerated as a garment, as a “relic of the Saviour” and 
vestige of his earthly presence. Cloth, rather than painting, is revered in lieu of 
Christ’s ascended body, implicitly suggesting that fabric garment more fully bears 
the tangibility, essence, and power of that body. The garment, the Old English text 
implies, is more capable of performing the miracle of conversion than man-made 
painting; upon sight of the relic, faith is stirred in Tiberius, and he is cured of his 
leprosy (281).87 What Tiberius does, in fact, is invest in the garment in this sense as 
a “clothbody”. If we return again to Boharski’s definition of the term as “cloth or 
clothwork that incites an understanding or treatment of a woman’s identity or body 
outwith her physical body […] identified by various characters in romance as 
physically replacing the woman’s body” (70), extending it beyond the romance 
context within which it was coined, we can read the garment borne by Veronica as 
just such a manifestation of Christ’s presence and power.  
 St. Veronica’s power, not only in the Old English Vindicta but in her legends 
more broadly, lies in her role as the original interpreter and bearer of the sacred 
cloth. Tellingly, her position as the textile’s keeper is emphatically upheld in 
opposition to distinctly male violence and repression in both the Latin and Old 
English versions of the Vindicta. In fact, she is tortured for her faith and her desire to 
keep and control the relic in both texts. She initially refuses to hand the robe over to 
Volosianus in Jerusalem: “But Volosianus did not believe her, and so he compelled 
                                                            
87 For further discussion of the relic’s significance as a cure to leprosy, see Carol Rawcliffe’s 
2006 monography Leprosy in Medieval England (244-5). 
201 
 
her with great terror, so that she made it known and said as follows: ‘Oh, sir, it is 
locked up in my bedroom, where I pray daily to my Lord.’” (Old English 281) 
Volosianus’ behaviour in attempting to separate the saint from the holy relic around 
which she focuses her faith places him alongside the tyrants and persecutors of 
Christian faith we read of so often in medieval hagiography, and to whom we will 
turn in Chapter Four.88 Veronica’s use of the robe here is an example of good 
practice in prayer; the material object facilitates and aids her personal devotion. Her 
veneration of the relic is rightly regarded as an early example of affective piety 
(Swan 20-1), but, indeed, more than this, it highlights the distinct femininity of the 
sensory, affective devotion which we have seen attached to textiles throughout this 
thesis. Like Eve and Mary before her, Veronica centres her contemplation of the 
divine around a material, textile object, latching onto clothwork’s potential as a 
spiritual tool; her devotion is an intensely sensory, haptic practice. It is also, most 
importantly, private. She keeps the relic locked away in her bedroom, where she 
prays alone, independent of any priestly mediator or Church institution. The textile 
hermeneutic required by the holy cloth, another woven representation of Christ’s 
presence, thus offers yet another distinctly feminine means of engaging with and 
celebrating Christ’s presence.  
 The Old English Vindicta was quite literally tailored in the process of 
translation to meet the devotional needs of the southern Anglo-Saxon culture within 
which it was produced. As a fabric relic, the Veronica tapped into a literary and 
religious culture in Exeter and the surrounding area which was acutely attuned to 
cloth’s semiotic and hermeneutical potential. The legend’s appearance at this point 
and in this location can only be fully understood as a contribution to and elaboration 
                                                            
88 The Old English Vindicta in fact downplays the oppressive behaviour of its heroes in 
contrast to the Latin text, in which we are told that Volosianus “sent her into the torture-
chamber until she handed over the face of the Lord.” (280) 
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of this textile textual tradition; an elaboration which, importantly, upheld yet another 
female figure in St. Veronica as a primary interpreter and bearer of Christ’s earthly 
presence. Indeed, the existence of a third Old English manuscript of the Vindicta — 
London, British Library, Cotton Vespasian D, xiv — a version produced in twelfth-
century Rochester or Canterbury in which all mention of Veronica is erased (Swan 
31), highlights the specific regional concentration and appeal of her legend. 
However, knowledge of and devotion to the Veronica did not remain a regional 
phenomenon in subsequent centuries. As English writers increasingly began to 
record their Continental travels in the following centuries, knowledge and 
descriptions of the Veronica relic and its bearer evolved and developed, and it is to 
this new trend that we turn now. 
 
The Veronica as Imago Christi 
 
In the centuries following the Norman Conquest, interest in the Veronica 
progressed and expanded alongside other legends surrounding the Holy Face, 
transforming into a focus upon the very literal representation of the imago Christi 
which the Old English Vindicta so stridently rejected. During this period, we 
encounter narratives which began to explicitly elide the distinction between Christ 
himself, his bodily presence, and his visual representation on the Veronica and other 
miraculous cloths, exploring such miraculous relics as true imprints, not only 
physically depicting Christ’s face, but bearing his essence and power. As Kuryluk so 
eloquently puts it, “Medieval vernicles, human skins impregnated with divinity — 
function as intermediaries between humanity and divinity” (203); the Veronica came 
to be understood more fully as Christ’s skin, vestiges of his body at once human and 
divine. This increasing impulse to invest in the Veronica’s status as a more literally 
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and visually marked “clothbody”, a relic more firmly grounded in earthly materiality 
and sensory physicality than the garment of the Old English Vindicta, was a shift 
grounded in cultural change, reflective of the broader development of affective piety 
and increased investment in the material as a focal point for Christian devotion.  
As scholarship (in particular, the excellent work of Belting, Bynum, and 
Biernoff on Christian materiality and sensory devotion in medieval culture) has long 
noted, from the thirteenth century onwards, particularly with the renewed emphasis 
placed upon the visual presence of the Eucharist in mass at the Fourth Lateran 
Council of 1215, devotion increasingly came to be shaped by visual experience 
(Belting, Likeness and Presence 224; Bynum, Christian Materiality 17-9; Biernoff 1-
3). Bynum effectively summarises the key challenges which material devotion posed 
for theologians during this period in her statement that: 
The transformed statues, chalices, wafers, cloths, relics, and even mounds 
of earth, to which the faithful made pilgrimage in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries presented a challenge that was theoretical as well as practical for a 
religion that held that the entire material world was created by and therefore 
could manifest God. […] Issues of how matter behaved, both ordinarily and 
miraculously, when in contact with an infinitely powerful and ultimately 
unknowable God were key to devotion and theology. The God who lay 
beyond the world in unimaginable and unanalyzable darkness or light was 
also a God to whom human beings were being led back by a human Christ. 
(Christian Materiality 17) 
 
We see these concerns extending back further than Bynum assesses here as far as 
the thirteenth century, borne out and wrestled with in these representations of the 
Veronica, as they explore in closer depth Christ’s impact upon the cloth as a (quite 
literally) material object. In its corporeality, bearing the imprinted imago Christi, the 
relic in many ways performs as a manifestation of the very human, fleshly Christ to 
which Bynum refers, a sacred guide towards the unknowable spiritual world which 
existed beyond the earthly, to divine reality. In the thirteenth century, clerical writers 
such as Gerald of Wales and Gervase of Tilbury included vivid descriptions of the 
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Veronica amongst other imago Christi in their writings on the wonders of the Church, 
importing Continental traditions which emphasised the relic as a pictorial, visual 
record of Christ’s face into the English perception of the relic. From this period 
onwards, prayerbooks also included contemplation of the Holy Face on cloth, asking 
devotees to invest in manuscript illuminations of the relic as a reflection of Christ 
himself. The Veronica, more explicitly than ever, was conceived of as a fabricated, 
visual and haptic, manifestation of Christ’s presence and power.  
 When recording his pilgrimage to Rome around the years 1199-1203 in the 
Speculum Ecclesiae (The Mirror of the Church) Gerald of Wales took care to give 
particular mention of the Veronica and its history. His account significantly expands 
the legend as we find it related in the Old English Vindicta. He wrote: 
But there is another image preserved at Rome, which is called Veronica, 
from a matron, Veronica, who had so long desired in her prayers to see the 
Lord, and in the end obtained her request. For once when she was going out 
of the Temple she met our Lord, who said to her, ‘Veronica, behold Him 
whom thou didst desire to see.’ And when she had looked upon Him, taking 
her cloak, He put it to His face, and He left on it the impression of His 
countenance depicted upon it. This image is also being kept in like 
veneration is seen by no one except through the curtains which hang before 
it, and this is kept at St. Peter’s.  
This woman, we read, was the same woman that touched the hem of the 
garment of Jesus, and was healed of an issue of blood. It is recorded also 
that this same woman, after Christ’s Passion, was compelled to come from 
Jerusalem to Rome and to bring with her that image which she would fain 
have left behind her, but as soon as she was brought into the presence of 
Tiberius Caesar he was healed of an incurable disease from which he had 
been suffering. And some maintain playing upon the name, that Veronica is 
so called from vera iconia, that is to say, ‘true image’. (qtd. in Thurston 195) 
 
The version of the Veronica legend which we read here deviates strongly from the 
narrative upheld in the Vindicta, and introduces several key aspects to the tale 
which, as we shall see, remained key to its development as the Middle Ages 
continued. In Gerald’s account, St. Veronica’s cure and the creation of the Veronica 
imprint are two separate (albeit connected) events, and the imago is very clearly on 
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Veronica’s cloak rather than Christ’s own miraculous garment. Where the material of 
the garment itself is enough to stimulate prayer in the Old English narrative, Gerald’s 
Veronica requires an imago, an emphatically visual corporeal engagement with 
Christ. 
The relic is, significantly, explicitly created in response to St. Veronica’s 
desire to see Christ, and almost performs as a photographic image or record of her 
sight. Indeed, it is created, captured as it were, concurrently to the moment that she 
gazes upon Christ; “when she had looked upon Him, taking her cloak, He put it to 
His face, and He left on it the impression of His countenance”. The account thus 
emphasises the importance of her sensory, or more specifically ocular, reception of 
and engagement with Christ, a reception then memorialised in an equally sensual 
fashion, through the visual, haptic imprint. The relic is a material record of her 
experience of Christ, as the legend not only legitimises but offers a divine ratification 
of such sensory devotion. The Veronica here is an acheiropoieta, an image made by 
the hands of God, as Christ himself creates this relic and offers it to Veronica. He 
answers her desire to see him, a desire so pertinent to the spiritual needs of those 
medieval pilgrims, like Gerald, who equally sought to experience Christ’s early 
presence through the Veronica. 
 Gerald’s account was clearly influential, and appears elsewhere in English 
writing surrounding the relic, most particularly in Gervase of Tilbury’s Otia Imperialia 
(c.1210-14). Indeed, Gervase’s eclectic collection of marvels appears to be 
specifically concerned with the phenomenon of the imago Christi: he tells not only of 
the Veronica, but relates legends surrounding the Edessan imprint, the image of 
Lucca, and the Lateran image. Referencing the Speculum Ecclesiae as a source, 
his account of the former varies little from Gerald’s, deviating only in arguing that 
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Veronica was in fact Martha, the sister of Lazarus (605).89 He otherwise follows 
Gerald in upholding the narrative as related in the Vindicta, importantly maintaining 
Martha’s (Veronica’s) unwillingness to part from the relic: “We know from old 
tradition that this woman had a likeness of the Lord’s features imprinted on a linen 
cloth, which Volosianus, a friend of Tiberius Caesar, took from Martha’s own hands, 
notwithstanding her protests, at certain people’s instigation.” (605) The woman’s 
strong connection to the relic, and the tyranny of her oppressors, remained a 
persistent concern attached to the legend. It is, however, in juxtaposition with his 
description of other holy images that Gervase’s Veronica is most interesting.  
 The first miraculous image that Gervase addresses in the Otia is the 
Edessan image. Gervase’s account differs from the Abgar legend as related by 
Eusebius, in which, if we recall, Christ’s face appears on that of the apostle Judas 
Thaddeus. It tells clearly of how Christ created an imprint of his body, which he sent 
to the Edessan king precisely because he, like Gerald’s Veronica, so desired a 
physical, visual engagement with God’s Son. Indeed, Christ himself explains, 
“because you desire to see me in the flesh, see, I am sending you a linen cloth on 
which is preserved the appearance of my face and the form of my whole body. 
When you look at it, you will be able to assuage the burning desire of your spirit.” 
(597) The Otia’s account of the Abgar legend is thus shaped by the same ideologies 
as Gerald’s account of the Veronica’s creation, describing a divinely verified 
acheiropoieta likewise created to assuage the Christian desire for a fleshly, sensory 
engagement with Christ. The corporeality of the relic is furthermore intriguingly 
emphasised in Gervase’s account, as he goes on to explain: 
It is also related of this image that every year, on the holy festival of Easter, it 
[the relic] takes on different aspects in the sight of all: at the first hour of the 
                                                            




day it shows his infancy, and the third, his boyhood, at the fifth, his 
adolescence, at the seventh, his youth, while at the ninth hour it shows our 
Lord in the prime of life, as he was when he bore his Passion for our 
redemption. (597) 
According to Gervase, during the Easter period the imprint miraculously ages, 
depicting Christ’s body throughout the various stages of his life. Supernaturally 
speeding up the ageing process, the image essentially performs as a corporeal life-
form; a wondrous manifestation of Christ’s presence throughout his time on Earth, 
its biological properties emphasise its significance as a literal “clothbody”. The 
Edessan image, as described by Gervase, thus meets and exceeds the Christian 
desire for a physical engagement with Christ’s own body, and this concern with the 
fleshliness of imagi Christi remains a constant in the Otia. 
 Indeed, the next imago Christi we encounter in Gervase’s compendium is the 
Image of Lucca. Also known as the Volto Santo, the image is thought to be dated to 
around the eleventh century (MacGregor and Langmuir 96). The legend related here 
is, in fact, close in detail to the Veronica tale as we saw it related in the fourteenth-
century Titus and Vespasian, part of the wider web of tradition that eventually came 
to be amassed under the title of the Veronica, and reports that the imprint was 
created through the actions of the Virgin Mother. According to Gervase, Mary 
wrapped Christ in a large linen cloth as he hung naked on the cross: 
When our Lord and Redeemer was hanging on the cross, stripped of his 
clothing, Joseph of Arimathaea went up to Mary, the Lord’s mother, and the 
other women who followed the Lord to his passion, and said: ‘Ah, the extent 
of the love by which you were bound to this righteous man can be judged by 
your actions! For you have seen him hanging naked on the cross, and have 
not covered him.’ Upset by this reproving comment, his mother and the other 
women who were with her quickly went and bought a cloth of finest linen, so 
large and wide that it covered the whole body of the crucified; and when he 
was taken down, an image of his whole body hanging from the cross was 




The legend clearly designates Christ’s covering as a woman’s task, so much so in 
fact that Mary herself is subject to reproach for failing to cover her son. The close 
connection between the legend and the acts of veiling and swaddling which we saw 
performed in the Marian literature of Chapter Two is obvious; the Lucca legend can 
be seen in many ways as an extension of that tradition, a further echo of the Virgin’s 
conception as the creator of Christ’s “clothbody”. Just as Mary’s devoted swaddling 
of her son provided a model and means by which women could partake in her 
experience and piety, the Virgin Mother is joined by other women who share in her 
care for Christ’s broken body and, most significantly, in the generation of the imprint. 
Indeed, the Lucca imprint, according to Gervase’s account, is a product of feminine 
duty of care and love; it is a memorial created not by Christ’s agency, but rather by 
this very act of feminine devotion. Christ’s material Incarnation in the relic is, yet 
again, created through the particularly feminine process of fabrication — albeit 
through the nurturing act of covering as opposed to traditional clothwork. 
 However, as Gervase tells us, the relic venerated as the Image of Lucca is, 
in fact, a wooden copy of this cloth. This copy, as Gervase explains, is the product 
of male artistry, rather than the feminine devotion of the original: 
Making a copy in its likeness, Nicodemus fashioned the Image of Lucca. 
Inside it he enclosed the cloth, with a flask of the Lord’s blood, one of the 
three nails, and fragments of the crown of thorns, the sponge, and the 
clothing of the Lord and of the Blessed Virgin, Mother of God; there were 
also pieces of the Lord’s cradle and umbilical cord. (599) 
 
The relic available for veneration in Lucca is thus no longer an acheiropoieta, but a 
recreation made through male skill, and via the more masculine medium of 
woodwork. As with traditions upholding St. Luke as the painter of the Holy Face, we 
find the same dichotomy returning: feminine imprint is yet again understood as 
separate from and contrasted to masculine artwork. The wooden carving is, 
however, preserved alongside the cloth, and other more fleshly, corporeal relics 
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such as Christ’s blood and fingernails, and most significantly, his cradle and 
umbilical cord. The inclusion of these relics from Christ’s birth both points to the 
ideological aligning of the miracle with the Marian clothwork explored in Chapter 
Two, to an association between the generation of the imprint on cloth and Christ’s 
Incarnation through clothwork, and to a conception of the relic’s corporeality as 
heightened by such bodily remnants.  
 Finally, Gervase also wrote of “another image of the Lord’s features, this one 
imprinted in a similarly miraculous way on a panel, which is in the oratory of St 
Lawrence in the Lateran Palace.” (607) Indeed, his description of the Lateran image 
significantly expands upon this notion of fleshliness, and unites the relic with the 
Veronica and the Image of Lucca. As Neil MacGregor and Erica Langmuir explain, 
the Lateran image was thought to have been begun by St. Luke and completed by 
angels (86), ultimately becoming yet another acheiropoieta. An imprint, according to 
Gervase, it was thought to have a terrible effect on the viewer; as he explains, “a 
pope of our time, Alexander III of holy memory, had it covered with a large silk cloth, 
because it caused such violent trembling in people who gazed at it too intently that 
there was a risk of death.” (607) Christ’s face in the miraculous image not only 
induces a trembling awe in the devotee, but almost transports the viewer to a closer 
union with him in death. Furthermore, Gervase continues to explain: 
one thing I know beyond a shadow of doubt: if you examine carefully the 
image of the Lord in the Lateran Palace beside the oratory of St Lawrence, 
which a Jew wounded, and whose wound covers its right side with 
apparently fresh blood, you will find that it is not unlike the Veronica in St 
Peter’s basilica, or the portrait which is inside the oratory of St Lawrence, or 




The Lateran image, Veronica and Image of Lucca, in Gervase’s account, depict the 
same face.90 His purpose in drawing a parallel between the relics is clear here; in 
aligning them he attempts to bolster their veracity as true representations of the 
Lord’s face, as remnants and records of Christ’s presence on Earth. In gazing on 
these cloths, Gervase suggests, the devotee gazes upon the visage of Christ 
himself. The impulse to see Christ, to experience a sensory engagement with his 
body, so central to the Veronica’s creation for Gerald of Wales, is equally present 
implicitly in Gervase’s celebration of these miraculous images. Indeed, their 
fleshliness and proximity to Christ’s own body is highlighted by the “fresh blood” 
covering the right side of the Lateran image. Gervase’s work clearly groups and 
equates these holy images to form a collection, a group of miraculous earthly 
objects which perform as routes to the same Godhead, one Christ.  
 In the coming centuries, pilgrims flocked to Rome in increasingly large 
numbers to venerate Christ’s true face in the Veronica. In his great history of 
Florence, the Nuova Cronica, Giovanni Villani (c.1276-1348) made mention of the 
relic’s great popularity amongst pilgrims, as he wrote: 
In the year 1300, after Christ’s Nativity, as many people said that in every 
hundredth year the pope of that time granted a great indulgence, […] for the 
consolation of the Christian pilgrims, every Friday and solemn feast-day the 
Veronica of the sudario of Christ was shown in St Peter’s. Wherefore, a large 
number of Christians then living made this pilgrimage, men and women alike, 
from distant and different countries, from far and near. And it was the most 
remarkable thing that ever was seen, that during the whole year there were 
in Rome, besides the Roman people, 200,000 pilgrims, not counting those 
who were coming and going along the roads (117). 
 
                                                            
90 Gervase’s exclusion of the Edessan image here may be attributed to the fact that the relic 
was preserved, as he explains, in Hagia Sophia (597), making its comparison to the other 




Accounts proliferate detailing the relic’s frequent use in the exchange of 
indulgences;91 for example, ‘a popular version’ of the Jubilee of 1350 details that: 
The sudarium of our lord Jesus Christ would be shown to those arriving at 
the said holy city, and having seen this they would be absolved of their sins, 
and would have indulgence of them, restoring them to the state they were in 
on the day on which they received holy baptism. (78)  
 
Sight of these relics, physical encounter with their manifestation of Christ’s divinity, 
was an essentially performative act — an act of penitence and piety which facilitated 
the soul’s cleansing. The Veronica, in this sense, elevated and encouraged sensory 
devotion and engagement with Christ on a broad scale. However, this did not mean 
that those Christians not fortunate enough to be able to travel were unable to 
participate in such prayer — the imago Christi could travel to England. 
From an early period, prayerbooks encouraged the conception of illuminated 
copies of the relic as manifestations of Christ’s true visage. Depictions of the 
Veronica can be found accompanying prayers in many manuscripts. British Library 
Arundel 157 (ff.1v-2), for example, produced in St. Albans around 1240, and the 
thirteenth-century Westminster Psalter (British Library Royal 2A XXII, f.221v) contain 






                                                            
91 For further documentation on the Veronica’s exhibition in Rome, see Diana Webb, Pilgrims 






Figure 12. British Library Arundel 157, ‘Veronica’s Veil’, f.2. c.1240. British Library 





Figure 13. British Library Royal 2A XXII, the Westminster Psalter, ‘Veronica head of 




The visual contemplation of the Veronica facilitated by these illuminated copies is 
key to the prayers’ invocation. Cloth and parchment elide in the prayerbooks, and 
the relic’s status as a textile is obfuscated. Spanning the edges of the folio, Christ’s 
face in the Psalter in particular gazes directly out at the reader, its existence on cloth 
indiscernible. The relic thus becomes, in a sense, one with Christ’s bodily presence; 
the reader seems less to gaze upon a cloth relic than to look on the face of the Lord 
himself. Text and textile align as the parchment skin of the manuscript offers the 
devotee a window through which to envisage Christ’s own flesh. Moreover, skin, as 
we know, was the raw material from which manuscript parchment was produced, 
making this connection between body and text tangibly manifest.  
 Indeed, the prayers accompanying these images are versions of the Latin 
prose prayer Deus Qui Nobis Signatum Vultis, which tellingly addresses the 
Veronica illumination as Christ himself. Susanna Greer Fein’s edition of the prayer, 
as it appears in John the Blind Audelay’s fifteenth-century collection of poems and 
carols, translates it as follows: 
God, who wished to leave signed for us as a memorial of thy countenance 
thy likeness stamped on the sudarium at the impetus of Veronica, grant by 
thy passion and cross that we may now on earth be able to venerate, honor 
[sic.], and worship him (i.e., Christ) through a glass in an obscure manner, 
just as then we [will see] thee, coming as judge over us, when we see face to 
face our Lord Jesus Christ thy son. Amen. (Np.) 
 
The prayer references Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians (13:12), positioning the 
Veronica as an obscured, indirect, but nonetheless true vision of Christ’s face. It 
emphasises St. Veronica’s centrality to the imago’s creation in stipulating that it was 
made at her “impetus”, and highlights the fact that the relic’s mediation “now” allows 
devotees to pray to Christ directly. The Veronica relic thus allows Christians to 
access a physical vision of Christ while on Earth, a spiritual contemplation of the 
divine facilitated only by St. Veronica’s original act of piety and faith. The prayer’s 
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existence in Audelay’s collection is testament to its lasting poignancy for Christian 
prayer. Audelay’s collection in fact contains another such prayer, ‘A Salutation to the 
Holy Face’, which again addresses the image as Christ himself, and begs; “led us to 
that cuntré that holé fygure in was, / That we may se of Jhesu Crist his clene, pured 
Face, / Foreever and fore ay!” (16-8) Devotion to the imago Christi remained popular 
in prayer throughout the coming centuries as a route to contemplation of Christ’s 
physical body. Amongst a selection of prayers added to Royal 17 A XXVII (a 
manuscript containing several anchoritic texts such as Sawles Warde and the Lives 
of Saints Margaret and Juliana,) in the fifteenth century, we find one addressed to 
the Veronica with a similar illumination provided as a devotional aid (see Figure 14). 
 
Figure 14. Royal 17 A XXVII, ‘Two angels holding the cloth of Veronica’, f. 72v.. 




Christ’s face looks directly at the reader from the Veronica illumination; 
however, unlike the previous images, the relic’s textile composition is emphasised 
by the draping and folds of the cloth held by the angels. The accompanying prayer 
offers the penitent the following words in supplication to the image: 
O vernacle, honour hi i the 
þat þe made þorow his pleinte 
þo cloth he set to his face 
þe pient laft þere þorow his grace (ff.72v-73) 
 
Referencing the “vernacle”, the prayer makes explicit its supplication to a copy of the 
divine image: the term “vernicle” was a specifically English corruption of Veronica, 
used to describe the badges bearing the holy image which pilgrims took from Rome 
as souvenirs (Diana Webb 264; James F. Rhodes 34). The prayer thus, more clearly 
than the previous examples, frames the manuscript illumination as another such 
copy, an echo of the original imago Christi, but likewise directly addresses this copy 
as the Veronica itself. Highlighting rather than obscuring the Veronica’s significance 
as a cloth relic, the illumination nonetheless elides the textile relic and manuscript 
parchment, and its status as a reproduction does not affect the image’s reliquary 
potency as a window to Christ’s body. Indeed, as Katie L. Walter explains, the term 
“vernacle” bore distinctly fleshly connotations: 
So close is the association of skin and cloth in the medieval imagination that 
“vernacle”, in a Middle English version of Peter Alphonse’s Disciplina 
Clericalis  (c.1500), comes, by way of a mistranslation, to mean ‘a blemish or 
birthmark’ on the skin itself: in an exemplum in which a wife’s chastity is put 
to the test, the bodily mark that distinguishes her is ‘a vernacle [verrucam] in 
signe and of an hand and an half from the kne vnto the Right hipe.’” (1) 
 
As Walter elucidates so clearly, “vernacle” came to be used more widely in Middle 
English to denote fleshly phenomena. From within this context, the prayer’s 
invocation of the “vernacle” relic itself thus combines in equal part textual prayer, 
textile relic, and the fleshly divine body. 
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Furthermore, in describing the imago literally as the product of paint from 
Christ’s face, the prayer makes a conscious allusion to the artistry conventionally 
involved in pictorial representation, and even posits Christ himself as a kind of artist. 
Euphemising his sweat as “pient” it describes the image’s miraculous creation as a 
particularly fleshly form of art. The prayer continues to address Christ directly 
through the image, requesting forgiveness of sins in begging, “lord of heuen forȝeue 
it me / þorow syht of þe figure þat I here se” (f.73). Sight of the illumination is equal 
to an encounter with the relic, and thus with Christ’s body itself, and comprises on 
the part of the Christian devotee a performative act of penitence and direct appeal to 
the divine. The “vernacle” illumination acts as a conduit to God, the image a 
shadowy depiction of Christ himself, bearing the same agency to forgive which we 
see described in the Veronica narratives.  
 
The Veronica in Middle English Literature  
 
 The conception of the imago Christi which we can see developing in these 
texts became increasingly prevalent as literature concerning the Veronica continued 
to develop in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries across a wide range of genres, 
featuring in romances, lives of Christ, sermons, and mystery plays. Scholars have 
discussed the Veronica as an important element, for example, in the Divine 
Shewings of Julian of Norwich and in Chaucer’s representation of the infamous 
Pardoner of The Canterbury Tales, important discussions of the cloth relic which I 
will address in this chapter and in concluding this thesis; however, the relic’s 
recurring presence in more obscure writing from the Middle English corpus, such as  
The Middle English Prose Complaint of Our Lady and The Metrical Life of Christ, 
has passed unnoticed. These marginalised texts engage deeply with the legend, 
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offering rich explorations of the cloth’s profound exegetical possibilities; indeed, they 
are key to the very textile hermeneutic and history of women’s fabricated devotion 
which I am tracing in this thesis. The concern with establishing the veracity of the 
relic in the writings of Gerald of Wales and Gervase of Tilbury remained prevalent in 
these narrative treatments of the Veronica legend, yet, as we shall see, began to be 
more specifically and explicitly contextualised by the issues surrounding 
iconography hinted at in the Old English Vindicta. In particular, the complex role of 
perception in the imprint’s generation is expanded in these accounts, specifically in 
relation to the theology of divine grace, as they question and expand upon the 
cloth’s spiritual and hermeneutical properties.  
The Middle English Prose Complaint of Our Lady, an account of Christ’s life 
focalised around the Virgin Mary’s perspective, and produced in the last quarter of 
the fourteenth century, is clearly concerned with issues of iconography. A somewhat 
generic text often overlooked in studies of medieval Marian literature, the Complaint 
offers an interesting description of the Veronica’s creation from the viewpoint of the 
Virgin.92 The narrative explicitly juxtaposes human artistry, as an artificial means of 
portrayal, with the Veronica as an acheiropoieta, a more organic divine 
representation, celebrating the latter. We are told: 
a woman þat hyȝth Veronica þat mychel loued my swete son for he hadde 
saued hir of a gret sekenesse of blody flux, was goande to a peyntour ward 
forto do peynte þe likenesse of my swete sones face opon a cloþ forto haue 
hym in mynde, mett hym. And my swete son þat al wist took þe cloþ of þe 
woman & laide it opon his face dude þe likenesse of hus swete visage 
þereopon. (97) 
 
                                                            
92 Available only in one edition (The Middle English prose Complaint of Our Lady and Gospel 
of Nicodemus, edited by C. William Marx and Jeanne F. Drennan in 1987), the Complaint is 
unmentioned in many key studies of medieval Mariology by Warner, Waller, and Gibson, and 
in larger edited collections such as Mary: The Complete Resource (2007). 
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While she does not procure the relic by wiping Christ’s face on the road to Calvary, 
as in the final evolution of the legend, Veronica sets out with the express intention of 
finding a painter to create a likeness of the Lord in the Complaint. However, her 
original desire to procure a depiction of Christ’s face rendered by a human artist is 
eclipsed by her reception of a likeness produced miraculously by Christ himself, in a 
turn of events which reiterates Gerald of Wales’ account of the relic’s creation. It is 
important, however, to note that Veronica is not chastised as wrong for seeking an 
iconographical record of the Lord’s “likenesse”; far from it, her reasons are devout, 
“forto haue hym in mynde,” and ratified by the “visage” Christ offers her himself. The 
narrative makes explicit, however, the superiority of the Veronica as an imprint 
acheiropoieta, an organic vestige and record of Christ’s presence, rather than a 
painting.  
We see these ideas again borne out in John Mirk’s treatment of the Abgar 
legend in the Festial (c.1403), his collection of homilies shaped around the liturgical 
year. In his sermon on the feast of St. Simon and St. Jude, comprehension is again 
aligned with sight in this telling as Abgar, driven by a desire to “haue some maner of 
knowleche of hym” (238) commissions a painting of Christ: 
But whan þe painter was comyn to Cryste and lokud on hys visage, it schone 
so brythe þat he mythe noþing sene of hym. […] þan Criste toke a clothe of 
þis peyntur and whypud hys owne visage þerwyth, and þan was þe forme of 
hys visage apertely þeron alle othur þanne þe poyntur cowþe a makud, and 
bar þat to þe kyng from Criste. (238) 
 
In Mirk’s sermon, Christ’s face is quite literally too radiant to be reproduced by a 
human artist. It is worth noting that Mirk’s sermon on St. Luke omits any discussion 
of the saint as a painter (236), highlighting his preference for Christ’s image as an 
imprint rather than a painting. In fact, in Mirk’s account Christ’s face cannot even be 
seen by the master painter, as the narrative implicitly recognises that the divine 
cannot be directly perceived, or indeed recreated, by mankind. Rather, the cloth yet 
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again offers an essential means of mediating between God and mankind, providing 
a way of seeing him on the earthly plane. The cloth, in Mirk’s version, becomes 
imperative to the contemplation and reception of Christ’s physicality, overtly 
illustrating the importance of the very textile hermeneutic which we have traced 
throughout this thesis as a means of interpreting Christ’s Incarnation and presence. 
The sermon goes on to narrate the arrival of St. Jude at Abgar’s court, yet when 
Jude appears we are surprised by the following description: “whan þis kyng seygh 
Seynt Iude, þan saw he a schyning in his face þat he wende he hadde ben Cryste 
himself.” (238) The saint’s face becomes a receptacle for the Lord’s visage, as Mirk 
combines and fuses the legend’s original account in Eusebius with the later tales of 
the Edessan images (as we explored in Gervase of Tilbury’s Otia Imperialia). The 
cloth imprint is thus in a sense aligned with Jude’s flesh; both perform as equally 
corporeal canvases for the imago Christi. Indeed, Mirk’s account is predicated upon 
the fluidity of distinction between skin and textile which so underpins the conception 
of a fabricated Christ across in the Marian traditions we explored in Chapter Two, 
and throughout the Veronica corpus. 
The Metrical Life of Christ, written in the early decades of the fifteenth 
century, offers yet another version of the Veronica episode which further 
emphasises and elucidates this parallel between human artistry and divine 
representation, and which clarifies the rationale for Christ’s visual depiction on the 
cloth more clearly. As in the Complaint, Veronica sets out already devoted to Christ, 
with a determination to commission a painting of his face. The episode unfolds as 
follows: 
To þe payntour sche wolde go 
To haue þe figure paynted right 
After þat Lord ful of myght. 
A cloþe with hir sche radly hent, 
And toward þe payntour sche went. 
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And þen þe soþe for to saye 
Sche mette a man in þe way, 
But sche hym noþing knewe, 
Nouþer by hyde ne by hewe. 
Quoþ Crist, womman whider wiltow? 
Þe soþe tale telle me now. 
A figure schaped fully  
After þe prophetes body, 
For I haue no grace 
To se þat Lord in no place, 
For to se his figure verray 
Were to me ioye for always. 
At þe womman þe cloþe he toke, 
As hit telleþ in þe boke, 
He layde hit on his dere face. 
Er he stired out of þat place. 
Þe self lere, þe self likenesse 
Þat his owne face wes, 
Was on þe cloþe wiþout doute, 
As he went quyk about. 
He raght hit to þe womman þen, 
And sche fel doun vppon hir knen. 
By þat sche hade of God grace 
To knowe hym quyk in þe face. 
To þe vernycle sche loked þo, 
Were neuer licker þinges two. (3745-77) 
 
Veronica again sets out here on a mission to acquire an accurate depiction of the 
Lord. She carries a piece of cloth as her canvas, but her desire is explicitly for a 
man-made rendition, “paynted right”; it is emphatically repeated, “To þe payntour 
sche wolde go” (3745), and “toward þe payntour sche went.” (3749) However, on 
encountering Christ, then unknown to her, she has “no grace / To se þat Lord in no 
place” (3758-9). Despite having set out in search of an image of Christ, an image so 
accurate as to allow her “to se his figure verray” and access his true physical form, 
she is ironically unable to recognise his bodily presence; her ignorance emphasised 
by the stark statement that “sche hym noþing knewe, / Nouþer by hyde ne by hewe.” 
Physical vision in itself is insufficient; it must be paired with recognition, with 
understanding. Unlike the previous versions we have explored, in which Veronica 
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instantly recognised Christ, and in which her physical encounter with him is recorded 
and memorialised through the cloth imprint, in this version she is unable to 
recognise the fact that she is seeing Christ before the imprint is created. Even in 
Christ’s presence, the cloth is a key aid and bridge to her interpretation of his 
divinity; it is only once he has created the miraculous imprint that Veronica 
recognises him as God’s Son. The cloth is key to the conferral of “grace” which she 
requires to truly see Christ and recognise him as God, and we must ask why. 
 Christ’s creation of the imprint in the Metrical Life, his transference of his own 
visage onto cloth, is closely approximate in a sense to the process of fabrication 
which we saw him undergo in the womb in Chapter Two. Just as clothwork is key to 
the conception of his Incarnation, his becoming man, in the Marian narratives, it is 
also at the centre of Veronica’s recognition of the mysterious stranger as Christ, 
man and God Incarnate. Fabric, again, signifies Christ’s simultaneously divine and 
human body. Further bound up in this complex scene, we find the concept that 
grace, the love of God, is required for the sight and recognition of Christ, and can be 
attained through such sensory perception and interpretation of the divine mystery in 
cloth.  
 This conceptualisation of grace, and its role in shaping interpretive agency, is 
central to the spiritual hermeneutics of the Veronica in the Metrical Life. In imparting 
this grace, the cloth comes to embody what Belting describes as: “The unity of outer 
and inner experience that guided persons in the Middle Ages.” (15) From the 
thirteenth century in particular, Christian theology which, as we saw in Chapter One, 
wrestled with the role of the sensory and material in Christian piety, came to uphold 
physical signifiers as bearers of divine grace, and the Metrical Life’s exploration of 
the Veronica is particularly bound up in this theology. Indeed, as Cary has explained 
in his exploration of “outward signs” in Augustinian semantics, medieval theologians 
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differed from early Christian theorists in placing an emphasis upon external, physical 
signs in the conferral of grace (160). As Cary argues, “Peter Lombard, for instance, 
sets the tone for subsequent medieval theology when he begins his Sentences by 
dividing the subject matter of Christian doctrine into signs and things (signa and 
res)” (160) As early as the twelfth century, Lombard wrote in his Libri Quattuor 
Sententiarum (The Four Books of Sentences), “There are some signs whose whole 
use is in signifying, not justifying, i.e., which are used merely to signify grace, such 
as some legal sacraments, but others which not only signify but confer what 
inwardly helps, such as the Gospel sacraments.” (qtd. in Cary 160) He goes on to 
posit such sacraments as key in the conferral of grace, in his explanation that: “A 
sacrament, properly speaking, is a sign of the grace of God and form of invisible 
grace, that bears its image and exists as its cause.” (161) In the thirteenth century, 
Aquinas echoed and expanded upon the ideas expressed in Lombard’s work in his 
Summa Theologiae, writing that “the bodily senses, however pure they may be, can 
see nothing visible without the sun’s illumination. Therefore the human mind, 
however perfect it may be, cannot know the truth by reasoning without divine 
illumination. And this belongs to the assistance of grace.” (69)93 Sensory perception, 
in other words, enlightened by God’s grace, might guide the human mind to greater 
understanding of divine mysteries.  
In many ways the Veronica episode in the Metrical Life offers an enactment 
of this sacramental theology. The transformed relic, bearing Christ’s visage as a 
miraculous object, confers the grace which St. Veronica so profoundly desires. Only 
in witnessing the miracle does she gain the interpretive skill and agency to 
recognise Christ; an agency which the narrative explicitly defines as grace in the 
statement that “By þat sche hade of God grace / To knowe hym quyk in þe face.” 
                                                            
93 See Summa Theologiae: Volume 30, The Gospel of Grace: 1a2ae.109.I. 
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(3774-5) The cloth is the key intermediary here; quite literally passed between Christ 
and the saint, it performs as a kind of channel for the revelation of divine grace, but 
it also becomes a memorial of her act of faith and recognition. Its ability to bear 
truth, as proven in its rendering of Christ’s face, signifies Veronica’s achievement of 
the interpretive agency necessary to recognise, and truly invest her faith in, Christ, 
as the external visual process reflects her internal attainment of the state of grace. 
The cloth thus both cultivates and reflects a form of religious hermeneutics which is 
defined implicitly as the gift of divine grace. 
In taking Veronica’s cloth and imprinting his visage, Christ offers her this 
grace, a grace which no man-made painting or replica could confer, but he also asks 
her to interpret him via a material object: the cloth. The Life thus encodes another 
validation, indeed the divine ratification, of material culture in devotion, and even 
goes further to equate the material with Christ’s flesh, imbuing the cloth with Christ’s 
essence as a representative or extension of him on Earth. To this end, the text 
follows its predecessors in dwelling upon the accuracy of the image, eliding flesh 
and cloth as it describes the relic as bearing “Þe self lere, þe self likenesse / Þat his 
owne face wes, [italics mine]”, concluding, “Were neuer licker þinges two.” (3745-77) 
Indeed, no painter could have offered the “figure schaped fully / After þe prophetes 
body” (3756-7) which Veronica sought; her language here, her use of the word 
“figure”, in itself, reveals her true desire for a more fleshly, physical representation of 
Christ than could ever be offered by paint. 
 
Venerating the Relic: Reading the Veronica 
 
This conception of the relic as bearing a sacramental significance in 
conferring faith, equating physical sight and divine grace, is also present in the 
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famous Shewings of Julian of Norwich (c.1342-1416). The anchorite’s second 
revelation consists of a vision of Christ’s “discolouryng etc; of our redemption, and 
the discolouring of the vernacle” (Long Text, 1.10).94 While Kuryluk skims over the 
Shewings work in her study of the Veronica, commenting only so far as to label the 
anchorite’s view of the relic as disgusting (208), Julian’s vision of the sudarium 
offers a complex and profound expansion of this sacramental theology for women’s 
devotion specifically. Carroll Hilles has explored the significance of the scene in 
much greater depth, most particularly situating it within the context of late medieval 
material devotion to argue astutely that “Julian conveys her belief in the 
omnipresence of the sacred, the material world’s potential to express the nature of 
God, through her allusion to the Veronica” (563). The physicality of sight is of central 
importance to Julian’s spiritual visions, and, indeed, her vision of the Veronica in 
particular is couched in her desire for a sensory experience of Christ. 
Julian’s vision of the Veronica follows from her initial vision of Crucifixion, 
and is framed as yet another physical, direct encounter with Christ. It is worth 
dwelling for a moment on this first vision, as it provides an important conceptual 
framework for her understanding of the imago Christi. In the second chapter of Book 
1, Julian explains the spiritual yearning underlying this first revelation, explaining, “I 
desired a bodily sight wherein I might have more knowledge of the bodily peynes of 
our Saviour, and of the compassion our Lady and of all His trew lovers that seene 
that time His peynes, for I would be one of them and suffer with Him.” (48-50) 
Typical of her affective devotion, “bodily” sight of Christ is Julian’s utmost desire, as 
she craves a corporeal connection with the divine. The Short Text of the Shewings 
                                                            
94 All references to the Shewings are taken from the Long Text, unless otherwise indicated. 
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expands upon this point, connecting her desires more explicitly with iconographical 
material devotion in explaining: 
not withstandynge that I leevyd sadlye alle the peynes of cryste as halye 
kyrke schewys & techys, & also the payntyngys of crucyfexes that er made 
be the grace of god aftere the techynge of haly kyrke to the lyknes of crystes 
passyoun, als farfurthe as manys witte maye reche” (qtd. in Crampton n.50)  
 
Albeit short, this extract is laden with meaning, imperative to our understanding of 
precisely why the Veronica features amongst her visions. In her excellent article on 
the topic, Hilles notes this emphasis upon sensory vision, and rightly explains that: 
Julian’s concern that her desire for a ‘bodily sight’ could be construed as a 
sign of discontent with devotional images reflects both the relative 
anomalousness of visionary experiences in the religious culture of late 
medieval England and contemporary sensitivity regarding the value of 
religious images. In England during the latter decades of the fourteenth 
century criticizing or rejecting devotional images could have implied a much 
deeper and more pervasive criticism of the Church itself. (556)95 
 
Julian’s protestation that her desire for a direct vision of Christ’s Passion does not 
negate her appreciation of devotional paintings and crucifixes, man-made images, in 
the Short Text does highlight the contrast between artistic icon and the physical 
reality of Christ’s body; however, as Hilles fails to observe, this disjuncture replicates 
that at the very centre of the Veronica legend. The emphasis upon the physicality of 
the vision Julian desires, upon Christ’s “bodily peynes”, parallels the corporeality 
which, as we have seen, was a hallmark of the Veronica from the twelfth century 
onwards in particular, as the relic was likewise placed in direct contrast to painted 
depictions as an acheiropoietons. The parallels increase as Julian introduces the 
relic, ostensibly placing herself in the position of St. Veronica, seeking the very 
                                                            
95 Hilles contextualises this statement in particular within the context of contemporary 
unorthodox Lollard sentiment surrounding iconography during this period (556). 
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personal visual experience of Christ which the saint enjoyed and retained in her 
relic. 
Julian prefaces the description of her second revelation by defining the 
cause of her spiritual visions, echoing the very desires expressed by St. Veronica in 
her search for a painted representation of Christ. She explains: 
This saw I bodily — swemely and derkely, and I desired more bodily sight to 
have sene more clerely. And I was answered in my reason: If God wil shew 
thee more, He shal be thy light; thee nedith none but Him. For I saw Him and 
sowte Hym, for we arn now so blynd and so unwise that we never sekyn God 
til He of His godenes shewith Him to us. And we ought se of Him graciously, 
than arn we sterid by the same grace to sekyn with gret desire to se Him 
more blisfully. And thus I saw Him and sowte Him, and I had Him and I 
wantid Hym. (352-9) 
 
Julian describes here the same earthly perception referred to in the prayers to the 
Holy Face; just as Deus Qui Nobis Signatum Vultis referenced St. Paul (1 
Corinthians 13:12) in explaining the Veronica as offering a vision of Christ “through a 
glass in an obscure manner”, she sees “swemely and derkely” through her “bodily” 
eyes. Her vision, furthermore, is illuminated by God’s “light”, a description that 
strikingly parallels the “divine illumination” defined by Aquinas. Indeed, in writing, “for 
we arn now so blynd and so unwise that we never sekyn God til He of His godenes 
shewith Him to us”, Julian could have been describing the very ignorance 
experienced by St. Veronica in the Metrical Life. We only desire to see God, in 
Julian’s theology, when he chooses to show himself to us.  
Such visions are thus, according to Julian, both the cause and the product of 
divine grace, and this framework is key to her conception of the Veronica. Only once 
she has made this clear does she explain her second revelation, as follows: 
It was a figure and likenes of our foule dede hame, that our faire, bright, 
blissid Lord bare for our sins. It made me to thinke of the holy vernacle of 
Rome which He hath portrayed with His owne blissid face whan He was in 
His herd passion wilfully going to His deth and often chongyng of colour. Of 
228 
 
the brownehede and blakehede, reulihede and lenehede of this image, many 
mervel how it might be, stondyng He portraied it with His blissid face, which 
is the faire hede of Heavyn, flowre of erth, and the fruite of the mayden 
wombe. Than how might this image be so discolouring and so fer fro faire? 
(373-81) 
 
Speaking of the “figure and likenes of our foule dede hame”, Julian refers to the Holy 
Face in the human form which Christ assumed on earth. In referring to this “hame”, 
or “covering,” she references cloth’s fleshliness as a second skin. The vernicle, for 
Julian, is explicitly a symbol of the very process of fabrication which Christ 
underwent in the Virgin’s womb, in assuming the skin of mankind. This “hame” is far 
from beautiful. The changing colour of the image recalls Gervase’s description of the 
awesome Image of Lucca, emphasising the very bodily suffering which Julian so 
desires to witness in the Passion. In the Shewing, the Veronica as a textile 
representation of Christ is central to understanding Christ’s earthly Incarnation, his 
embodiment in the fallen mortal state; fabric and flesh are, yet again, elided.  
Most significantly, Julian attributes her comprehension of the image, of 
Christ’s degraded and suffering face, to “the grace of God” (382). She continues to 
explain: 
make Himselfe as like to man in this dedely life, in our foulehede and our 
wratchidnes, as man myght be without gilte. Whereof it meneith as it was 
aforseyd - it was the image and likenes of our foule blak dede hame wherein 
our faire bryte blissid Lord God is hid. But ful sekirly I dar sey, and we owen 
to trowen, that so faire a man was never none but He, till what tyme His faire 
colour was chongyd with travel and sorrow and passion, deyeng. […] And 
there it seith of the vernacle of Rome, it mevyth be dyvers chongyng of 
colour and chere, sometyme more comfortably and lively and some- time 
more rewfull and deadly (391-400) 
 
The discoloured and unsightly face in the vision is, for Julian, a marker of the sinful 
humanity which Christ assumed on Earth. Indeed, the “faire bryte blissid” face of 
Christ is obscured by the “foule blak dede hame” of humanity; his mortal skin a veil 
over his true, divine visage. The Veronica’s constant flux in colour and expression is, 
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consistent with Gervase’s account, symptomatic of his sorrow and physical 
mortification in the Passion. The relic is a truly fleshly, corporeal, and omnipresent 
manifestation of Christ’s presence and suffering, a material, earthly echo of the 
vision which she so desired. It is “grace”, however, which allows her to both see and 
understand this vision, to interpret Christ through the Veronica cloth. As she 
explains: 
It is God wille that we seke Him to the beholdyng of Him, for be that He shall 
shew us Himselfe of His special grace whan He wil. And how a soule shall 
have him in His beholdyng, He shal teche Himselfe; and that is most 
worshipp to Him and profitt to thyselfe, and most receivith of mekenes and 
vertues with the grace and ledyng of the Holy Goste. (412-14) 
 
God, in other words, shows himself through grace, and in this act teaches the 
devoted Christian how to see Him. We cannot fail to notice the repeated recurrence 
of the word “beholdyng” in the extract, and recall McNamer’s theories surrounding 
the term’s rich significance in affective devotion, and the Shewings in particular. If 
we recollect, McNamer writes, “The close proximity of beholding to forms of holding 
or becleping in Julian reveals […] a fourteenth-century assumption that to ‘‘behold’’ 
is to see empathetically because it is also ‘‘to hold’’: to hold with the eyes.” (136) In 
her use of the term, Julian suggests that God himself uses the cloth relic to facilitate 
a particularly physical, nurturing, and feminine form of engaging with and perceiving 
Christ. The Veronica becomes the means by which this grace and gift of vision, is 
conferred through the practice of “beholding”, and for Julian sight of the fabric imago 
Christi teaches, as it taught the St. Veronica of the Metrical Life, how to read the 
mystery of Christ’s presence and Incarnation as man. Just like St. Veronica, Julian 
seeks blindly for a vision of Christ, and her desire is granted through the medium of 
fabric.  
 Julian located in the Veronica a clear hermeneutic, a tool for the 
interpretation of Christ and spiritual exegesis which emphasised the divine 
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ratification of her visions. The imprinted relic, granted and created by Christ, is 
analogous to her spiritual visions, a bearer of grace to be interpreted through grace. 
Julian’s mysticism, in this sense, then locates this divine grace in the very textile 
hermeneutic at the core of this thesis; in reading Christ’s fleshliness through the 
cloth, through the “foule blak dede hame” that he assumed in becoming man, she 
conducts a spiritual exegesis centred on the hermeneutical qualities of the Veronica 
as fabric.  
 Before we close this chapter, it is worth dwelling for a moment longer upon 
the legend of the Veronica saint rather than relic. Despite the relic’s amalgamation 
into the essentially patriarchal ecclesiastical hierarchy and liturgical practices of the 
medieval Church, despite its exhibition in Rome, the Veronica nonetheless remained 
in the Christian imagination of the Middle Ages as the cherished property of St. 
Veronica. She remained the keeper and interpreter of the relic’s mysteries. If we 
look to her appearance in just one more narrative in our history of the legend, her 
power as such becomes clear. Indeed, we find ourselves returning to the homeplace 
of St. Veronica’s legend in the South West of England at this point, to the Cornish 
Ordinalia. 
 The Resurrexio play from the mystery cycle continues the story of the siege 
of Jerusalem to depict Pontius Pilate’s trial and execution under the Emperor 
Tiberius. The apocryphal legend known as the Mors Pilati, the tale of Pilate’s infamy 
and punishment, which Herbert dates as originating in Latin Christianity during the 
twelfth century (xiii), but which likely found its origins as early as the sixth century 
(Hourihane 36), provided the opportunity for great expansion upon the role of St. 
Veronica. Earliest recounted in The Golden Legend (c.1259-66), the narrative 
follows the tradition outlined in the Vindicta, telling of how Veronica and her relic 
were brought to Rome to cure Tiberius, but expands to explain that after the 
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Emperor’s cure Vespasian had Pilate brought to Rome for punishment (‘The 
Passion of the Lord’ 212-3). However, the Roman governor repeatedly evades 
punishment:  
Pilate, however, had taken with him the Lord’s seamless tunic, and came 
before the emperor wearing it. As soon as Tiberius saw him clothed in the 
tunic, his anger vanished. He rose to meet Pilate and could not address a 
harsh word to him. So the emperor, who, when Pilate was absent, seemed to 
terrible and furious, now, in his presence, was somehow calmed. (212-3) 
 
Christ’s miraculous robe protects Pilate from the censure and punishment which, in 
the medieval mind, he so richly deserved. The apocrypha offers an apt conclusion to 
this chapter, weaving together legends surrounding the tunica inconsutilis and the 
Veronica, cementing parallels between the imago Christi relic and Marian lore as 
explorations of a textile, fabricated Christ. The Golden Legend’s treatment of the 
tunic somewhat erases its significance as an item of feminine devotion; its 
miraculous properties are vaguely interpreted and revealed only “at a sign from God, 
or perhaps a hint from some Christian” (213), who instructs Tiberius to have the 
garment removed. St. Veronica is markedly, and somewhat disappointingly, absent. 
However, we find the feminine qualities of the relic reclaimed and celebrated as the 
saint’s sacred prerogative in the Cornish dramatisation of the legend. 
 While St. Veronica is erased in The Golden Legend, she is central to the 
Resurrexio. Throughout the play she acts as a counsellor to the Emperor, not only 
curing and converting him, but instructing him throughout the trial. As in the Vindicta 
tradition, Veronica is found by a messenger sent to find a cure for Tiberius’ leprosy; 
however, unlike the Vindicta and The Golden Legend, from the moment she is found 
she exercises great authority. The strong male presence of Volosianus who, as we 
remember, brought the saint and relic to Rome under force of threat, is replaced by 
the impotence of a messenger, who weakly exclaims “my face back there [in Rome], 
I hardly dare to show” (260) upon hearing of Christ’s death. Indeed, Veronica herself 
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suggests the journey, and happily declares to the messenger, “I’ll go to the Emperor 
with you / because I am Christian true” (260), and upon her arrival in Rome, she 
instructs the Emperor, withholding the relic’s curative properties until he has shown 
sufficient faith: 
Believe in Christ, the Lord of Grace. 
I’ll show you a print of His face,  
He gave to me upon a handkerchief. 
As soon as this kerchief you view, 
on its own, it will heal you 
of your dreaded leprosy and its grief. (261) 
 
In this fourteenth-century Cornish version of the narrative, Veronica not only bears 
spiritual power as the vessel of the Lord, but wields it. She quite literally instructs 
Tiberius in the faith, in the hermeneutic, required to read the relic and enjoy its 
cleansing properties. The spectacle of the scene is emphasised by the play-text; 
Veronica’s figure on stage, played by a man, so likely matching the height of the 
other performers, commands the attention of the other characters and audience 
alike, as she declares, “Look at it; to its power yield” (262), and a note gives stage 
instructions which explain, “Then VERONICA  shall show him the kerchief and the 
EMPEROR shall kneel” (262). Her stance holding the cloth outstretched recalls the 
traditional iconography surrounding the saint and her veil as they were ubiquitously 
depicted together across Europe at this point (see Figure 15).96  
                                                            
96 For further discussion of this iconography, and specifically St. Veronica’s role holding the 




Figure 15. Master of St. Veronica, ‘Veronica with the Holy Kerchief”. c.1420. Web 
Gallery of Art, www.wga.hu/html_m/m/master/veronica/veronica.html. 
 
Just as St. Veronica confronts the viewer with the imago Christi in this fifteenth-
century painting by the Master of St. Veronica, the Veronica of the Resurrexio steps 
out of the play, commanding her audience to behold the image, to gaze upon it and 
invest their faith in Christ. Her words offer the essential frame, the vital guide, that 
Tiberius and the Cornish spectators need to understand and believe in the relic. 
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 Her ability to read and explain Christ’s manifestation on the holy cloth is, 
furthermore, extended to the play’s treatment of the miraculous tunica. The play 
expands significantly upon the textual tradition surrounding Pilate’s trial, as outlined 
by The Golden Legend. Indeed, it is Veronica who offers her counsel and instructs 
Tiberius that Pilate must take off the garment, reading the holy robe’s significance 
where he cannot (266). When Pilate refuses to hand over the garment, Veronica 
again directs Tiberius, “you should command him I vow / to strip off the garment 
right now / without saying another word” (268), and, even once the garment is 
removed, she makes further demands concerning his punishment. When Tiberius 
looks for his sword to execute him immediately, she authoritatively cuts in to say, 
“No Lord” (269), and demands instead that the commander be imprisoned and tried 
by law (269). The St. Veronica of the Resurrexio is a masterful figure, whose power 
lies in her command of the textile hermeneutics of both tunica and sudarium, and 
her ability to instruct in the interpretation of these fabricated materialisations of 
Christ’s presence. 
 The regional provenance of the Ordinalia makes the play a particularly fitting 
close to this chapter. The play’s Cornish origins, and its contrast to the account 
offered by The Golden Legend, recalls the strong association between women and 
clothwork so closely tied to the Vindicta’s appearance in Anglo-Saxon Exeter, 
extending this culture across Wessex and into Cornwall. The two counties were, in 
fact, strongly connected during from the eleventh century onwards, particularly in 
terms of ecclesiastical culture; in 1050, the dioceses of Cornwall and Devon were 
combined, and they remained in union until 1877 (Orme, Cornwall and the Cross 11-
5). Exeter became the centre of the diocese, but in 1128 a deputy was appointed to 
oversee the workings of the Church in Cornwall at Penryn, where Glasney College, 
a college of secular canons, was established (Orme 29). It is thought that the 
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Ordinalia was produced at Penryn during the fourteenth century (Orme 125). This 
dating and the circumstances surrounding the establishment and overseeing of the 
combined Devon/Cornwall diocese suggest a shared interest in Veronica, and the 
strong possibility that her influence spread outwards from Exeter, and was felt with 
particular fervour by the Cornish. Rooted in this centuries-old tradition, it is no 
coincidence, then, that the Veronica of the Resurrexio, perhaps the most outspoken, 
powerful incarnation of the saint in the literature of medieval England, guides her 
audience through the complex hermeneutic of the holy cloth in Middle Cornish. 
 The Veronica offers a particularly fleshly fabrication of Christ’s presence. 
Imbued with his power, the relic makes manifest an experience and engagement 
with Christ for the Christian devotee. Borne by a woman and enabled by means of a 
female-created medium, the Veronica and its attendant meanings place the feminine 
at the centre of interpretation of and devotion to Christ’s body. It is a body that 
appeals to feminine experience in other ways, as we shall now see as we finally turn 




















































Chapter Four. “Blessedly Clothed with Gems of 
Virtue”:97 Sartorial Persecution and Imitatio 
Christi in Female Hagiography  
 
 
And þan at þe biddyng of pylate, þat he sholde be scourgete & beten. oure 
lore was despoilete, bonden to a pilere, & harde & sore scourgete, & so stant 
he nakede before hem alle. […] Aftere he was vnbonden fro þat pilere. þey 
laden him so beten & nakede about þe house sekynge after hese cloþes, þat 
were cast in diuerse places of hem þat despoiled him. And here haue 
compassion of him in so grete colde quaking & tremelyng, for as þe 
gospeller witnesseþ it was þanne harde colde. And when he wolde haue 
done on hees cloþes. sume of þoo moste wikkede wiþstoden & comene to 
pylate & seide, Lorde, he þis made him self a kynge. Wherefore let vs cloþe 
him & corone him as a kynge. And þen þei token an olde silken mantelle of 
redde, & kast on him, & maden a garlande of sharpe þornes, & þrist vpon his 
hede & putten in his hande a rede as for a sceptre, & alle he paciently 
suffreþ, & after when þei knelede & saluede him in scorne, seyinge heile 
kynge of Jewes he helde his pees & spake not. (Nicholas Love, The Mirrour 
of the Blessed Life of Jesus Christ 168-9) 
“Behold the Lamb of God, behold him who taketh away the sin of the world.” 
(John 1:29)  
 
Nicholas Love’s fifteenth-century Mirrour of the Blessed Life of Jesus Christ 
was a cornerstone of religious writing in English during the Middle Ages. Cited by 
                                                            
97 The Life of Christina of Markyate (24). 
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some as “the most important literary version of the life of Christ in English before 
modern times” (Sargent ix), Love’s text details with particular fervour the suffering of 
Christ in his final days. The extract given in the epigraph for this chapter specifically 
describes his persecution before Pontius Pilate, a punishment in which clothing 
plays a key role. Indeed, the violence of physical torture is paired in this pivotal 
scene with a distinctly sartorial form of persecution. Christ’s nakedness obviates his 
vulnerability as, stripped to be beaten, his mortified body is left unprotected from the 
“harde colde”. In “scorne” of his claims to be the Son of God, the Romans then 
dress him in a cruel parody of kingship’s earthly trappings, draping him in red silk, 
and crowning him with thorns and a reed sceptre.98 They invest Christ ironically with 
these traditional symbols of kingship in brutal recognition of his lack of worth, 
marking their refusal to accept his divine status. In this moment we see a specifically 
sartorial, rather than textile, hermeneutic encoded in the biblical narrative: a means 
of interpreting the scripture through its symbolic representation of fabric worked and 
fashioned into clothing rather than simply cloth. In garbing Christ in kingly vesture, a 
set of clothing paradigmatic of the laws and hierarchies of human society, the 
Romans perform a sartorial persecution predicated upon the infliction of 
misinterpretation and misrepresentation as acts of oppression. Their cruelty displays 
their inability to perceive and understand Christ’s divinity, and illustrates the fact that 
their lack of comprehension is due in great part to their failure to see beyond the 
earthly significance of kingship and materiality. Incapable of thinking outwith their 
man-made, material symbols, the soldiers quite literally show their inability to 
correctly interpret Christ’s oft-quoted mantra, “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 
18:36). 
                                                            
98 For the New Testament accounts of this scene, see Matthew 27:27-31, Mark 15:16-20, 
and John 19:1-5. 
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Defining Sartorial Persecution 
 
In Chapters Two and Three, we explored Christ’s fabrication in the womb 
and as a relic, considering his representation as a kind of “clothbody”; however, this 
final chapter marks a change in the pattern of our interpretive framework. Our textile 
hermeneutic becomes more specific and socially-constructed as a sartorial 
hermeneutic — a layer of meaning conveyed and expressed through the social 
function of clothing. This chapter thus finally brings us to consider in depth perhaps 
the most obvious and common use of cloth. We have reflected upon the implications 
of fabrication in terms of spinning and weaving cloth, but to this point we have only 
obliquely touched upon questions surrounding what it means to clothe, or, indeed, to 
be clothed, in Christian writing. The broader cultural and spiritual, literal and 
figurative, significance of this physical act, and its association with the feminine, is 
integral both to our understanding of Eve and Mary as clothworkers — as the 
fabricators of the human race and Christ himself — but it is also imperative to our 
understanding of Christ’s persecutors in this scene. As we saw particularly in the 
Marian literature of Chapter Two, the act of clothing when performed by women 
typically signals care and religious devotion; in contrast, the Romans’ sartorial 
persecution of Christ elucidates the repressive potential of the action, and its 
broader significance as an important social function and signifier. Meaning in this 
scene is reliant upon a common cultural understanding of Christ’s investiture; it 
alludes to, and reinforces, the social hierarchies which have been symbolised by 
cloth for millennia.  
As Ronald A. Schwartz writes in his study of the anthropological significance 
of textiles, “More than any other material product, clothing plays a symbolic role in 
mediating the relationship between nature, man, and his sociocultural environment. 
In dressing up, man addresses himself, his fellows, and his world.” (31) We design 
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and wear fabric as a means of communicating with one another, a way in which to 
position ourselves within society. The conferral and wearing of cloth constitute a 
projection and performance of selfhood within a wider community, and it is here that 
the potential for misrepresentation and persecution, quite literally, looms large. In 
her work on Old French romance, Burns effectively summarises this schema in 
terms of the literary representation and coding of cloth. As she explains, “textiles 
stand at the nexus of the personal and the cultural, often linking specific individual 
expressions to institutionalized and hierarchical social structures” (‘Introduction’ 1). 
She expands: 
costume, fabric, and textile work can be seen to participate in a complex 
system of fabrications that move constantly between individual bodies and 
the social sphere, between material objects and various cultural 
representations of them, creating a relational dynamic perhaps best 
exemplified by the concept of an imaginaire vestimentaire (sartorial 
imaginary). (4) 
 
Cloth is integral to the ways in which individuals represent themselves and engage 
with one another in Western society. Clothing makes visually apparent the power 
hierarchies within which we operate; however, it can also reveal the constructed and 
imposed nature of these very hierarchies. Burns’ theory of “sartorial bodies”, if we 
recall, alludes to “the social bodies forged from both fabric and flesh in courtly 
literary texts” (Courtly Love Undressed 12), which “emerge from a reading practice 
that conceives of clothes as an active force in generating social bodies” (12). As she 
writes, these constructions bear the potential to misrepresent and limit the very 
bodies they claim to denote:  
Rather than having the status of some matter or ground on which cultural 
constructions are built, the courtly body can be understood in this light as a 
set of clothes that make, mark, delimit, and define the body presumed to lie 
beneath. In fact, there is no body in the foundational sense prior to the 




Clothing, in other words, may function as a fabric replacement or projection of the 
flesh, but in a particularly stylised, fashioned manner, in line with a set of socially 
arbitrated, pre-conceived sartorial laws designed to encode social constructions and 
perceptions, rather than individual identity.  
Read in line with Burns’ theory, Christ’s sartorial persecution, a scene so 
central to the Christian story and worldview, reinforces the notion that such earthly 
social hierarchies are imposed and upheld by violent patriarchal mores, ideologies 
which pose a danger to those who seek alternate religious lives in adherence to 
divine authority. In her work on affective compassion, McNamer discusses the 
Mirrour at length, opening up its gendered representation of perception: 
Close attention to the language of seeing in this text illuminates one of the 
important mechanisms through which a pervasive cultural assumption is 
formed: the assumption that seeing like a woman enables or facilitates 
feelings of compassion and grief. Seeing like a man, in this text, not only 
leads to a stoic restraint or lack of response to Christ’s sufferings but also to 
the kind of aggression and cruelty that caused Christ’s pain. (134) 
 
Cloth is positioned at the nexus of this schema. Reading into the narrative’s textile 
hermeneutic elucidates the ways in which these gendered forms of seeing, 
understanding, and interpreting are encoded and explored more deeply through 
fabric. We have considered the ways in which cloth encourages a form of sensory, 
and emphatically feminine, interpretation in Christian devotion, and looked at how 
women engage with fabric as a manifestation of the divine; Christ’s persecution, 
however, turns this on its head. His suffering highlights the ways in which men, a 
specific group of non-Christian soldiers defined by their brutality, use cloth, most 
particularly sartorial cloth, as a symbol of their misinterpretation of Christ’s worth, 
emblematic of their conception of his finite mortality. “Seeing like a man,” in other 
words, is to interpret on a purely earthly, secular, and inherently violent, level. In the 
hands of such interpreters, material and spiritual reality are at odds; clothing 
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encodes both the misapprehension and distortion of Christian truth, and its 
hermeneutic and figurative qualities are directed towards ideological and physical 
aggression and abuse. As man-made sartorial symbols, imbued with the cultural 
mores and associations of androcentric society, such fabrics are pierced and 
stitched with violence. 
Applying the sartorial hermeneutic encoded in Christ’s persecution to 
medieval writing on female religiosity, this chapter explores women who sought 
spiritual lives but found themselves bound by the “sartorial bodies” assigned them 
by patriarchal, secular and even ecclesiastical, society. The feminisation of Christ 
and his suffering in the Middle Ages has long been recognised in scholarly 
discourses, as has his appeal to holy women, and these narratives partake of this 
tradition. 99 Indeed, Barbara Newman’s use of the term “womanChrist” to outline “the 
possibility that women, qua women, could practice some form of the imitatio Christi 
with specifically feminine inflections and thereby attain a particularly exalted status 
in the realm of the spirit” (3) is particularly pertinent to my argument here. In 
undergoing sartorial persecution, I argue, the religious women of medieval English 
literature performed precisely this form of imitatio Christi. The core structure at the 
centre of the Passion narrative, which pits the physically vulnerable (stereotypically 
feminine) Christ against the (masculine) Romans’ brute strength, and explores the 
conflict between pagan and Christian values through Christ’s visceral sartorial 
persecution, is replicated in the plethora of hagiographical texts portraying female 
                                                            
99 Bynum’s Jesus as Mother (1982) is the formative work on the subject. Bynum focuses on 
the significance of maternal imagery in twelfth-century Cistercian writings, although she does 
indicate that such rhetoric was “in no sense uniquely Cistercian” (112), and offers wider 
discussions of the “medieval theme of God as mother” (125) which address the metaphor’s 
Patristic origins and reflection of affective piety to argue that “Seeing Christ or God or the 
Holy Spirit as female is thus part of a later medieval tradition that is characterized by 
increasing preference for analogies taken from human relationships” (129). More recently, 
Chance has located Christ’s feminisation in both descriptions of his maternity and of his 




sanctity written throughout this period. Within this corpus we repeatedly encounter 
Christian women who, in seeking to evade the strictures of patriarchal (often 
“pagan”) secular society and live in devotion, are constrained, tortured even, through 
the removal and imposition of garments or “sartorial bodies”.  
However, we find these restrictive “sartorial bodies” equally upheld as a form 
of suppression within male-dominated religious culture. In exploring this imitatio 
Christi, I look firstly to the social oppression often encoded in sartorial tenets from 
the early Christian period, specifically considering the influence and expansion of St. 
Paul’s dictum on the veiling of women in the writings of Tertullian. Drawing out 
Tertullian’s ideas, I illustrate their prevalence for the women depicted in the key 
eremitic text, the Apophthegmata Patrum or Sayings of the Desert Fathers. Only 
from within the context established by this theological tradition, I argue, can we fully 
realise the empowering potential of Christ’s sartorial persecution as a model for 
female sanctity, which I explore first in turning to the virgin martyrs, specifically 
drawing from the lives of St. Agnes and St. Margaret as exemplars. I then consider 
the material renunciation attached to another form of sainthood popularised during 
the Middle Ages, that of the holy recluse, specifically through consideration of the 
eighth-century Life of Mary of Egypt written by Paul the Deacon and the twelfth-
century Life of Christina of Markyate. These women, I suggest, enact imitatio Christi 
in undergoing the same sartorial persecution and reclusion modelled in his life, 
emulating his transcendence of socially (and androcentrically) coded earthly 
clothing. Ultimately, this chapter posits that the sartorial hermeneutics of Christ’s life 
provided an archetype for specifically feminine devotion and sainthood; an exemplar 
for women who sought to interpret the divine Word not through earthly, sartorial 




Christ as Agnus Dei: The Fleece of the Lamb 
 
The sartorial hermeneutic I trace in this chapter, however, is ambivalent; 
complex and multivalent, it does not denote the wholesale rejection of clothing as a 
vessel for religious meaning and identity. While sartorial signifiers may encode acts 
of misinterpretation and persecution, reading scripture through clothing might also 
guide the Christian devotee to a richer understanding of Christ, a state of 
enlightenment equally imagined through the symbolism of clothing and investiture. 
Christ is, we must not forget, the Agnus Dei, the Lamb of God, and his veneration as 
such is at its very roots entrenched in conceptions of cloth and clothing. In Chapter 
Two we read of how Proclus of Constantinople referred to Christ’s human flesh as 
“the ancient fleece of Adam”, imagining his Incarnation as a process of fabrication; 
Christ’s conception as the Lamb positions him again within this framework, yet 
emphasises the divine origins of his fleece, delineating an alternative sartorial 
paradigm to that of persecution and misrepresentation associated with earthly 
garments in the Passion. John the Baptist’s declaration, “Behold the Lamb of God, 
behold him who taketh away the sin of the world” (John 1:29), so central to the 
Roman Catholic liturgy, inspired a strong iconographical tradition which flourished in 
the Middle Ages. The pure white wool of the Lamb’s fleece, ubiquitous to this 
tradition, can be understood as the basic, organic, primary material which is woven 
into wool as a worked fabric for clothing. As the sacrificial Lamb, Christ is, in this 
sense, garbed in his own wool, a fabric produced corporeally, rather than the 
socially coded, man-made clothes with which he is mockingly invested before his 
Crucifixion. He models a new “sartorial body”, a divinely constructed body derived 
from the corporeal, physical self and governed in accordance with the spiritual laws 
of his heavenly kingdom — as opposed to the externally and socially arbitrated 
secular “sartorial body” through which he is persecuted and misinterpreted on Earth. 
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While reading the sartorial hermeneutics of Christ’s life as encoding the cruelty of 
Christ’s rejection and persecution, this chapter thus simultaneously traces his 
poignancy for female devotees as the Lamb of God — as a symbol of autonomy, 
sacrifice, and, most importantly, clothwork.  
Biblical references to the Lamb of God are, indeed, couched in sartorial 
rhetoric. Aside from the Gospel of John, the only other allusions to Christ as Agnus 
Dei to be found in the New Testament are in the Book of Revelation. These 
references frame the sections of the narrative surrounding the fall of Babylon, 
scenes which dwell upon the very ideas surrounding sartorial materiality and the 
sinful state of man so integral to Christ’s oppression. The city’s fall, according to the 
biblical text, is explicitly a consequence of its people’s reliance upon earthly, 
material riches. The Book explains: 
the merchants of the earth shall weep, and mourn over her: for no man shall 
buy their merchandise any more. Merchandise of gold and silver, and 
precious stones; and of pearls, and fine linen, and purple, and silk, and 
scarlet, and all thyine wood, and all manner of vessels of ivory, and all 
manner of vessels of precious stone, and of brass, and of iron, and of marble 
(Revelation 18:11-12). 
 
Babylon is defined by its great wealth, a wealth in which fabrics — silk, linen, vibrant 
purples and scarlets — are key. Commerce, the trading of goods, drives the city’s 
ethos and constitutes its connection to the rest of the world. Its inhabitants bemoan: 
saying: Alas! alas! that great city, which was clothed with fine linen, and 
purple, and scarlet, and was gilt with gold, and precious stones, and pearls. 
For in one hour are so great riches come to nought; and every shipmaster, 
and all that sail into the lake, and mariners, and as many as work in the sea, 
stood afar off. (Revelation 18:16-17) 
 
A mercantile metropolis, Babylon is imagined as richly clothed even, so significant 
are textiles to the scripture’s sense of the city’s greed and transgression. The city 
itself is, in a sense, a “sartorial body”; “forged from body fabric and flesh” (Burns 
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Courtly Love Undressed 12), its identity derived from its use of and engagement 
with cloth. 
Babylon’s status as a kind of “sartorial body” is made even more explicit in 
Chapter 17, as the city is imagined as the infamous, and richly garbed, “Whore of 
Babylon”: 
a woman sitting upon a scarlet coloured beast, full of names of blasphemy, 
having seven heads and ten horns. And the woman was clothed round about 
with purple and scarlet, and gilt with gold, and precious stones and pearls, 
having a golden cup in her hand, full of the abomination and filthiness of her 
fornication. And on her forehead a name was written: A mystery; Babylon the 
great, the mother of the fornications, and the abominations of the earth. 
(17:3-5) 
 
The rich, glittering dress of the “Whore” visualises her state of sin, and recalls the 
“silken mantelle of redde” in which Christ was cast at his persecution. As we saw in 
the literature surrounding Genesis in Chapter One, Babylon’s “sartorial body” as the 
“Whore” conceives of sin as feminine and material.  
Indeed, this is a specific kind of materiality, the materiality of wealth and 
excess — the faithless materiality of the secular, non-Christian world. Yet, as Eve’s 
sensuality came to be reclaimed as a devotional tool, sartorial cloth could also 
symbolise mankind’s redemption. Just as Christ sacrificed himself for the sins of 
mankind, the marriage of the Lamb is heralded by the saints in Revelation as a 
purgation of Babylon’s sins, and in this the sartorial bears rich spiritual currency. The 
Book declares: 
Let us be glad and rejoice, and give glory to him; for the marriage of the 
Lamb is come, and his wife hath prepared herself. And it is granted to her 
that she should clothe herself with fine linen, glittering and white. For the fine 
linen are the justifications of saints. And he said to me: Write: Blessed are 
they that are called to the marriage supper of the Lamb. (Revelation 19:7-9) 
 
Unlike the “Whore” of Babylon, the Church, the Bride of the Lamb, is clothed in rich 
white cloth, a “sartorial body” symbolic of her purity. Sartorial investiture now 
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signifies spiritual enrichment, an entrance into union with the divine, just as it 
previously reflected humanity’s state of sin and Christ’s detachment, his exclusion 
from earthly values. Furthermore, of those who have faith in the Lamb, who accept 
his sacrifice, it is written, “Blessed are they that wash their robes in the blood of the 
Lamb: that they may have a right to the tree of life, and may enter in by the gates 
into the city.” (Revelation 22:14) On a spiritual level, clothing and robes are 
transformative symbols; the Lamb’s sacrifice turns the sartorial coverings of his 
Christian followers into garments reflective of their individual states of grace. While 
decrying the sin of materialism, Revelation thus simultaneously perceives and 
invests in clothing as a suitable symbol of spiritual worth and value. This paradox, 
the disjuncture between sinful materialism and blessed investiture, remains to 
modern times a constant throughout Christian theology, governed as it is by the key 
distinction between spiritual and earthly riches. 
 Most significantly, however, the symbolism of Revelation teases out this 
sartorial hermeneutic in specific relation to women and their dress. The “Whore of 
Babylon”, another Eve, is an emphatically female embodiment of humanity’s sin, her 
portrayal driven by the same misogynistic ideals which we saw underlying the 
representation of the first woman in Chapter One. The Marriage Supper of the Lamb 
likewise relies upon a conservative and submissive heterosexual, binary conception 
of the feminine Church and her relationship to the masculine divine; however, this is 
a framework within which female spiritual agency and power is possible. It is, most 
importantly, women who are privileged with a closer connection to the Lamb within 
this structure; women who garb themselves in “sartorial bodies” of white linen in 
emulation of him. The was explicitly upheld in medieval depictions of the scene, 
such as the following framed miniature dated to c. 1260 from British Library 




Figure 16. British Library Additional 35166, ‘Christ in Majesty; the Marriage of the 
Lamb’, f. 22v-23. c.1260. British Library Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts, 
www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=2265. 
 
The thirteenth-century manuscript juxtaposes images of the “Whore” (f.22v) and the 
Bride (f.23), placing women at the centre of humanity’s relationship with the divine. 
Ultimately, however, it celebrates a woman who joins in union with Christ the Lamb; 
a woman who finally recognises and accepts Christ, and via a textile, specifically 
sartorial, framework.  
Alongside the imitatio of Christ’s sartorial persecution in gynocentric 
hagiographies, we likewise find holy women who recognise and emulate the power 
and autonomy of the Lamb, Brides of Christ who choose his fine white linen, and 
even “hairy saints” who follow him in growing, metaphorically weaving, their own 
spiritual identities. Thus, while this chapter posits sartorial persecution as a key 
249 
 
element in the highly stratified representation of feminine devotion and sainthood in 
the Middle Ages, it simultaneously traces the ways in which these “sartorial bodies” 
might be reclaimed, rewoven to assert female sanctity and independence outwith 
the secular and ecclesiastical confines of patriarchal society. In order to do so, 
however, we must first consider the broader conceptions surrounding women and 
sartorial culture in medieval England, and their origins in patristic theology. 
 
Cultural Conceptions of Women’s Clothing in the Middle Ages 
 
Wald my gud lady lufe me best 
And wirk eftir my will, 
I suld ane garmond gudliest 
Gar mak hir body till. 
 
Of he honour suld be hir hud 
Upoun hir heid to weir. 
Garneist with govirnance so gud, 
Na demyng suld hir deir. 
 
Hir sark suld be hir body nixt 
Of chestetie so quhyt 
With schame and dreid togidder mixt, 
The same suld be perfyt. 
 
Hir kirtill suld be of clene constance 
Lasit with lesum lufe, 
The mailyeis of continuance 
For nevir to remufe. 
 
Hir gown suld be of gudlines 
Weill ribband with renowne 
Purfillit with plesour in ilk place, 
Furrit with fyne fassoun. 
 
Hir belt suld be of benignitie 
Abowt hir middill meit, 
Hir mantill of humilitie 




Hir hat suld be of fair having 
And hir tepat of trewth, 
Hir patelet of gud pansing, 
Hir hals ribbane of rewth. 
 
Hir slevis suld be of esperance 
To keip hir fra dispair, 
Hir gluvis of gud govirnance 
To hyd hir fynyearis fair. 
 
Hir schone suld be of sickernes 
In syne that scho nocht slyd 
Hir hois of honestie, I ges, 
I suld for hir provyd. 
 
Wald scho put on this garmond gay, 
I durst sweir by my seill 
That scho woir nevir grene nor gray 
That set hir half so weill. (Robert Henryson, ‘The Garmont of Gud Ladeis’) 
 
 Although written in late fifteenth-century Scotland, Robert Henryson’s poem, 
‘The Garmont of Gud Ladeis’, in many ways epitomises the complex relationship 
between women and clothing which remained prevalent throughout the Middle 
Ages. The poem effectively describes the generation of a “sartorial body”, as the 
speaker elides his female subject’s physical, visual and integral moral qualities. 
Each item of clothing is imbued with virtue, her white sark an indicator of her 
chastity, her belt of benignity, her gloves of good governance even. Most 
importantly, these items are to be created and gifted in return for her “lufe” and 
devotion, for her compliance with the speaker’s needs and taxonomical codification 
of feminine morality. He weaves an outfit that signifies his love’s position within, and 
adherence to, his own androcentric code and desires. His subject, silent and 
submissive, has no voice in the fabrication of her own “sartorial body”, as 
Henryson’s poem very clearly establishes and fosters a male gaze which prioritises 
external clothing over subjective thought and expression as indicators of feminine 
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identity. She is, in the words of Luce Irigaray, “reduced to a mark, an inappropriate 
mask, an assigned garment” (qtd. in Burns, ‘Introduction’ 5). ‘The Garmont of Gud 
Ladeis’, unfortunately, does not stand alone. Obviously descriptive of the dress of a 
courtly, secular woman, the poem testifies to the widespread permeance of 
traditional, androcentric ideologies surrounding feminine clothing and identity which 
found their roots in early ecclesiastical Christian writing. 
Criticisms of the excesses of feminine dress abound in medieval English 
literature, and particularly in writing designed to offer instruction to young Christian 
women. Society simultaneously applauded women who dressed simply and 
modestly, and celebrated the aesthetic beauty and riches of the saints in art. As Kim 
M. Phillips explains: 
Young women received decidedly mixed messages on the matters of beauty, 
appearance, and dress, however, as those of high status were expected to 
dress finely in accordance with their social positions, and visual 
representations of the Virgin Mary and virgin martyrs emphasised their 
conventional beauty and, in the case of the martyrs especially, their rich and 
fashionable garments. (82) 
 
Phillips describes here a key paradox in the sartorial prescriptions of medieval 
English culture, and it is a paradox particularly pervasive in literary culture. Religious 
writing relied upon descriptions of rich cloths and jewels to represent heavenly 
splendour and divine grace while denigrating earthly wealth; time and again, as we 
shall see, we read of female saints rejecting temporal riches to be “blessedly clothed 
in gems of virtue” (The Life of Christina of Markyate 24).100 We shall explore the 
                                                            
100 For a prime example of this we need look no further than the “blysnande whyt” (197) worn 
by the eponymous subject of the famous fourteenth-century Middle English poem, Pearl: 
Upon at sydes and bounden bene 
Wyth the myryeste margarys, at my devyse, 
That ever I sey yet with myn yyen; 
Wyth lappes large, I wot and wene, 
Dubbed with double perle and dyghte, 
Her cortel of self sute schene 
Wyth precios perles al umbepyghte. (198-204) 
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ways in which these women thus followed the Agnus Dei, making autonomous 
choices to garb themselves in ways that better represented their sense of individual 
worth and spiritual identities, but the point I wish to make here is that earthly 
sartorial culture was persistently driven by androcentric values. This was made 
abundantly clear, for example, in the fourteenth-century Book of Vices and Virtues, 
in which it was written: 
To behold these ladies and these maidens and damsels arrayed and 
apparelled, that often sithe [time] apparel them more quaintly and gaily for to 
make nice [foolish] lookers to look on them, and wene [think] not to do great 
sin . . . But certainly they sin well grievously, for they make and be the cause 
of loss of many souls, and where-through many men are dead and fall into 
great sin; for men say in old proverbs, ‘Ladies of rich and gay apparel are 
arrow-blast of [against] the tower.’” (qtd. in Stewart 82) 
 
Responsibility for masculine morality is placed upon women’s sartorial choices, 
here. In arraying themselves for the purposes of beauty, according to the writer of 
the conduct book, women acted as Eve and the “Whore of Babylon”, leading men to 
temptation and carnal sin. It is, indeed, in religious literature, that we find the origins 
of such ideas. 
 Early Christian patristic writers firmly established a clear theological rationale 
in favour of modest female apparel. Tertullian’s ‘On the Veiling of Virgins’ provided 
the quintessential model for the clothing of young women in Christian society, 
couched in the traditional notions of feminine iniquity and lechery alluded to by the 
Book of Vices and Virtues. “The virgins of men go about,” he wrote, “in opposition to 
the virgins of God, with front [forehead] quite bare, excited to a rash audacity.” (28) 
As Geoffrey D. Dunn writes, “Tertullian’s knowledge of what was natural is very 
much shaped by the Pauline presentation to the Corinthians.” (138) Indeed, 
Tertullian’s words concerning veiling clearly echo the Pauline dicta which we 
addressed in terms of female materiality and sensory interpretation in Chapter One 
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(1 Corinthians 11:7-10). He explicitly upheld St. Paul’s words, writing, “If ‘the man is 
head of the woman,’ of course [he is] of the virgin too, from whom comes the woman 
who has married; unless the virgin is a third generic class, some monstrosity with a 
head of its own.” (31) Unveiled, unruly women, according to the patristic writer, lack 
the patriarchal supervision and control symbolised by the veil; rejecting male 
leadership, they are socially disruptive, monstrous even, in their “rash audacity”. He 
expands, justifying his statement with closer reference to Genesis, and explaining 
that women need only be veiled once their bodies have reached puberty: 
from the time when she begins to be self-conscious, and to awake to the 
sense of her own nature, and to emerge from the virgin’s [sense], and to 
experience that novel [sensation] which belongs to the succeeding age. For 
withal the founders of the race, Adam and Eve, so long as they were without 
intelligence, went ‘naked;’ but after they tasted of ‘the tree of recognition,’ 
they were first sensible of nothing more than of their cause for shame. Thus 
they each marked their intelligence of their own sex by a covering. (34) 
 
Clothing, according to Tertullian, is a signifier of sexual awakening and identity, and 
a means of controlling that very sexuality. And women, as objects of temptation to 
men, emphatically sexually transgressive followers of Eve, must in particular be 
veiled. The veil, in this sense, creates a “sartorial body”, a representation of 
women’s traditional, submissive role within society, their strictly controlled sexual 
purity, just as clearly as Henryson’s ‘Garmont of Gud Ladeis’. Arbitrated and reified 
by men, the veil performs as a projection of female identity. 
Tertullian’s writing uses the “sartorial body” created by the veil to further 
define women’s selfhood and social standing, expanding upon this connection 
between the clothing of the female body and feminine behaviour. “Impose a veil 
externally upon her who has [already] a covering internally” (35), he argues, positing 
the outer body should thus be in harmony with inner virtue as he explains, “Let her 
whose lower parts are not bare have her upper likewise covered.” (35) Clothing is, in 
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this sense, performative; the wearing of the veil is tantamount to the expression and 
performance of personal morality. His words echo the assumptions evident in ‘The 
Garmont of Gud Ladeis’; the garment represents an ideal femininity sexually 
controlled and prescribed by patriarchal dicta. Tertullian goes further, making this 
point explicit; the veil is designed, it seems, not only to symbolise but to enforce 
such meek behaviour: 
true and absolute and pure virginity fears nothing more than itself. Even 
female eyes it shrinks from encountering. Other eyes itself has. [sic] It 
betakes itself for refuge to the veil of the head as to a helmet, as to a shield, 
to protect its glory against the blows of temptations, and whispers and 
emulation; [against] envy also itself. (36) 
 
The veil operates as a bulwark against the attractions of the external world. It 
functions as both a symbol of feminine virtue and a physical protection against 
transgression, creating a “sartorial body”, which may obscure and shield the 
corporeal vulnerability and spiritual purity of the virgin. Framed as shielding and 
protecting, the wearing of the veil is understood as an enactment of the very 
behaviours so idealised by the patristic writer.  
In another of his tracts on the same subject ‘On the Apparel of Women’, 
Tertullian applies these theories even to married lay women, for whom virginity was 
not a model for aspiration. In doing so, he further illustrates the socially restrictive 
purpose of the veil: 
Submit your heads to your husbands, and you will be enough adorned. Busy 
your hands with spinning; keep your feet at home; and you will ‘please’ better 
than [by arraying yourselves] in gold. Clothe yourselves with the silk of 
uprightness, the fine linen of holiness, the purple of modesty. Thus painted, 
you will have God as your Lover! (25) 
 
Spinning, working, and wearing cloth offer a means by which women might be kept 
in the home, and clothwork for Tertullian extends the prohibitive function of the 
garment. Indeed, the early Christian theologian’s sartorial hermeneutics firmly 
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assign and relegate women’s activities and role within the community as domestic, 
contained, fabricating social bodies which are imperatively confined, modest, and 
submissive in nature. Imploring women “admit not to your use meretricious and 
prostitutionary garbs and garments” (22), he bases his argument for simplicity of 
dress upon the very premise the Christian woman is domestically contained, 
explaining: 
what causes have you for appearing in public in excessive grandeur, 
removed as you are from the occasions which call for such exhibitions? For 
you neither make the circuit of the temples, nor demand [to be present at] 
public shows, nor have any acquaintance with the holy days of the Gentiles. 
(24) 
 
Rich garb, it is implied, suggested a woman’s transgressive desire to exist beyond 
the home, her desire to intrude into the public sphere specifically defined as non-
Christian. 
The clerical writers of the Middle Ages upheld Tertullian’s ideas. Anchoritic 
guides, for example, written by priests, controlled the clothing that the female 
penitents and anchorites might wear, stipulating simplicity of garb as a key element 
of their devotion. Goscelin of St. Bertin, for example, echoed the patristic writer in 
his Liber Confortatorius (c.1083) declaring: 
the Lord will make bald the crown of the daughters of Zion, and the Lord will 
uncover their hair. On that day the Lord will take away the ornaments of their 
shoes and the little moons and chains and necklaces and bracelets and 
bonnets, and bodkins, and ornaments of the legs, and sweet balls, and 
earrings, and rings and jewels hanging on the forehead, and changes of 
apparel, and short cloaks, and headbands, and fine veils, and instead of a 
sweet smell there shall be stench, and instead of girdle a cord, and instead 
of curled hair, baldness, and instead of a stomacher, hair cloth. (119) 
 
The rich adornment of the daughters of Zion, women who have not converted to 
Christianity, is, according to Goscelin, to be stripped away here; the simple clothing, 
cord and hair cloth of the ascetic penitent are far more desirable than such 
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decoration. The Ancrene Wisse similarly reiterated Paul’s dictum surrounding the 
veiling of women (8.121-2), and stipulated that the female anchorite must wear 
simple clothing. Linen, even, is not allowed, “bute hit beo of hearde ant of greate 
heorden” (8.99-100). It is worth noting, however, that, unlike Goscelin, the text 
importantly advises against the wearing of hair shirts, amongst other practices of 
flagellation, without the guidance of a confessor (8-102-7). For the writer of the 
Ancrene Wisse, penitence via self-imposed sartorial persecution, as facilitated 
through such garments, should be controlled by priestly directors — perhaps a 
gesture towards the act’s potentially subversive and powerful imitatio Christi. 
 Before we move on, it is worth dwelling a little longer on Tertullian’s theology. 
The patristic writer goes as far as to align women’s hair with textiles, specifically in 
terms of purpose, and here the fissures in his sartorial dicta deepen and widen in 
intriguing ways. Beneath the patriarchal subjection of the veil, we find in hair the 
potential for feminine self-definition; an autonomy which replicates the new, spiritual 
sartorial framework developed through Christ’s conception as the Lamb of God. Just 
as, according to the theologian, a veil constituted of fabric (an amalgamation of 
individual inter-woven threads) must be worn, hair (a mass of individual locks and 
follicles) must be long, for the same purpose of covering the body. He writes of, “the 
prejudice of ‘nature’, that redundancy of locks is an honour to a woman, because 
hair serves for a covering” (32). We see this view upheld elsewhere in early 
Christian doctrine. The Council of Gangra, held in the year 431, was extensively 
concerned with matters of female adornment, and amongst its canons postulated, 
“Canon 17: If, because of assumed asceticism, any woman cuts her hair, which God 
gave as a reminder of [her] subjection, under the impression that this annuls the 
ordinance of subjection, let her be anathema.” (151) Hair must be worn long, the 
canon dictates, as a divinely conferred reminder of female inferiority and 
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subjugation, akin in this sense to the veil. Indeed, considered alongside Tertullian’s 
writing, the canon emphasises the measure to which ecclesiastical authorities 
sought to regulate women by equating the sartorial and the corporeal. The extent to 
which this control was achieved, however, is questionable; the existence of Canon 
17 implies that women during the fifth century were cutting their hair in their efforts 
to live ascetic lives, lives of solitary and unmediated prayer. Furthermore, it implicitly 
suggests that in doing so women sought to evade their endemic “subjection”. 
Indeed, hair is, like the wool of the Agnus Dei, an organic growth, a textile 
produced and defined naturally and independently by the body. Hair may be cut and 
sheared, but it is ultimately grown by the individual, steadily and persistently — and 
it can be shortened, regrown, and replaced in accordance with one’s own desires 
and actions. It thus bears a subversive potential which is realised in a series of 
hagiographical texts that have been loosely grouped in scholarly discussion as the 
lives of the “hairy saints”. The “hairy saints” are traditionally early Christian women 
who, in various situations of both bodily threat and isolation, become remarkably 
hirsute as a sign of their sanctity, and grow hair covering their entire bodies. We find 
these saints often depicted in artwork across Europe throughout the medieval 
period, and the following image of Mary Magdalene (see Figure 17), from the Sforza 










Figure 17. Additional MS 34294, the Sforza Hours, ‘Miniature accompanying prayers 
relating to Mary Magdalene’, f. 211v. c.1490. British Library Medieval Manuscripts 




The legends surrounding the Magdalene’s life that developed in the Middle Ages 
related that, having travelled to Provence in France after the death of Christ, she 
ended her life with thirty years of isolation in the countryside, but make no mention 
of her remarkable hair growth.101 Her frequent iconographical depiction as a “hairy 
saint” is, in fact, testament to the popularity of the archetype’s significance as a 
much wider tradition; it came about through the association of her ascetic life with 
that of another saint, the very Mary of Egypt whom we will consider in close detail 
later in this chapter.102 Covering her with lustrous locks, the Sforza illumination 
follows this tradition to depict a Magdalen who lives outwith both ecclesiastical and 
secular authority; eschewing socially coded clothing, she is garbed instead in attire 
defined by her own body; a fleece which visually recalls that of the Agnus Dei. In her 
discussion of “hairy sainthood”, Joana Antunes argues that “the epidermic growth of 
hair on these females can hardly be mistaken for any kind of garment” (124); 
however, as we saw in the writings of Tertullian and the Canons of the Council of 
Gangra, hair was explicitly aligned with clothing in Christian theology. Furthermore, 
we need only recall the miraculous girdle woven from the hair of Perceval’s Sister in 
Malory’s ‘Sankgreal’ to note hair’s quality as a source for female clothwork (2:995.2-
6). The ascetic shaping of hair, so feared by the Council of Gangra, offers the 
female saint an autonomous, textile route to solitary devotion and sanctity. As we 
shall see throughout this chapter, such “hairy saints” could, like the Lamb of God, 
reject the earthly mores reflected by socially coded sartorial garments, instead 
defining their own identities. However, before we turn to these powerful examples of 
imitatio Christi, we must first trace the pervasive influence of the sartorial 
                                                            
101 For accounts of her life, see the Golden Legend (374-82) and The South English 
Legendary (362-80). 
102 “The synthesis of the eremitic image of Mary of Egypt and the Magdalen” (122) has been 
noted by Joana Antunes, as well as Robin Griffith-Jones (189). 
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hermeneutic that developed from Tertullian’s writing in early literature concerning 
holy women.  
 
The Sayings of the Desert Fathers 
 
 Tertullian’s ideas surrounding women and dress were echoed in another key 
text from the early Christian period, the Sayings of the Desert Fathers. Collated and 
written c. 500, the Sayings are concerned with detailing the ideals of eremitic, 
ascetic life, the very lifestyle that inspired many of the medieval texts explored in this 
chapter, including the eighth-century Life of Mary of Egypt and the lives of St. Agnes 
and St. Margaret contained within the Katherine Group. Those who sought to live 
out the tenets of eremitic life retreated into isolation, in emulation of Christ’s forty 
days of fasting and solitude in the desert (Matthew 4:1-2, Mark 1:13, Luke 4:2). As 
we shall later explore in fuller detail, as another form of imitatio Christi reclusive life 
was in many ways contingent upon the rejection of earthly society and material 
goods in favour of spiritual contemplation, and this can be read in the Sayings’ 
treatment of sartorial textiles. 
Amongst the many tales compiled in the patristic text, one in particular 
(Number 43) explicitly portrays the very concept of veiling described by Tertullian. It 
tells of an Egyptian brother whose sister works as a prostitute in an (unspecified) 
city. Despite the best efforts of the Church elders, the brother is resolute in his belief 
that she is irredeemable from her sinful state. However, his sister learns when he 
visits the city one day, and of her own volition, “Afflicted in heart, she abandoned the 
lovers she was entertaining and hastened to see her brother with her head 
uncovered.” (39) Her unveiled head is intended to immediately signal her iniquity, 
her position in society as a prostitute, but it also somewhat tragically indicates her 
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eagerness to see her brother and desire for redemption. Upon meeting, her brother 
rejects her embraces, chastising her for her lifestyle, yet we are told:   
he said to her: ‘There is salvation if you want it.’ Throwing herself at her 
brother’s feet, she begged him to take her into the desert with him. ‘Put your 
shawl over your head and follow me,’ he said to her; she said to him: ‘Let us 
go; it is better for me to suffer the shame of an uncovered head than to go 
back again into the workshop of iniquity.’ (39) 
 
While the woman so fervently seeks the forgiveness and rehabilitation offered by her 
brother, she does not follow his instruction, and fails to take on the appropriate 
veiled garb of a devout woman. Her reasons are more than sound and 
understandable — to the modern reader it makes perfect sense that she would seek 
to avoid re-entering the brothel — but in the shame of her uncovered head lies her 
downfall. When the pair encounter other travellers on their journey, the brother 
instructs his sister to step to the side of the road until they pass, lest their 
companionship be construed as a sexual transaction. However, once they are again 
alone and he looks for her he finds her dead, presumably from exhaustion and 
neglect. (39)  
The tale is a troubling one. Although she seeks to reform her behaviour and 
redeem herself in the eyes of God, the young woman must die purely because she, 
in her renewed piety, refused to abide by the ecclesiastical edicts voiced by her 
brother and cover her head. Yet, she nonetheless finds salvation. Her fervour is 
applauded by one of the elders to whom the brother tells the tale, who claims to 
have been instructed through divine revelation, “Because she was totally 
unconcerned with any matter of the flesh and also despised her own body, making 
no complaint at her great wound, for this reason I accepted her repentance.” (39) In 
flouting the laws of patristic sartorial piety the woman finds harsh punishment in 
death, but in her rejection of material, corporeal wellbeing she finds heavenly 
acceptance. The power which the young woman flouts here in this case is, 
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significantly, not the secular authority we consistently see castigated by Christ 
himself and the virgin martyrs we shall soon explore — rather, it is monastic, priestly 
authority. She offers a particularly tragic model of the harlot saint who eventually 
finds her redemption not in the androcentric world of the Church, but in the suffering 
of her own, uncovered body, an archetype which we will discuss more fully when we 
turn to The Life of Mary of Egypt.  
 We find this message repeated and reinforced in another of the ‘Sayings’. 
Saying Number 460 tells of a young virgin who is raped by a soldier while her 
mother is travelling away from home. “When he left,” we are told, “she removed her 
virgin’s habit and sat on a mat weeping, having torn up the clothes she had on.” 
(297) The young woman invests in her clothing as a “sartorial body” truly reflective 
of her state of virtue, or perceived lack thereof. She adheres strictly to society’s 
structures, refusing to take on her virginal garb even at the insistence of the clergy 
who insist she was not responsible for her rape. In response she declares: 
‘God has cast me off […] How can I wear the habit if God did not want me? 
Could he not have prevented the affront? But since he found me unworthy of 
the habit, then so I remain’ — and she continued weeping and lamenting in 
salutary mourning, with extreme grief for sin, until her death. (297) 
 
Her tale illustrates the cruelty of laws which so strictly adhere to clothing as a sign of 
internal worth. The narrative encourages the reader to pity a young woman who has 
been so abused, all the while structurally reinforcing the message that the fallen 
woman, whether sexually transgressive through her own will or not, cannot be 
redeemed, and placing clothing at the centre of the performance of her fall. The 
short saying ends with the girl’s death, offering no consoling assurance of 
redemption in the afterlife. Ultimately, when considered alongside one another, 
Sayings 43 and 460 imply that the laws of sartorial piety condemn the unclothed 
woman to death, whether heavenly reward awaits or not. 
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 Furthermore, the Sayings’ strict censure of female clothing is, time and 
again, directed towards the protection of the male gaze. Another of the tales 
(Number 159) tells of a young monk who wraps his hands in his stole in order to pick 
up his own elderly mother and carry her across a river. When asked why he has 
done so, he replies, “A woman’s body is fire […] and from this comes the 
recollection of others. That is why I acted like that.” (107) Cloth literally performs as 
a barrier between the woman’s body and her son’s hands. To the modern reader the 
extremity of the story’s conservatism seems ridiculous, but it was not intended to be 
humorous; rather it seeks to emphasise the monk’s extreme piety. The stories 
emphasise the extent to which the views concerning clothing and the female body 
so stridently voiced by Tertullian, and rooted in biblical theology, very seriously 
influenced women’s treatment in patristic Christian writing. Nevertheless, as we shall 
now see, the women of hagiographical tradition could evade the confines of 
clothing’s earthly sign system, with Christ as their model. 
 
The Virgin Martyrs: St. Agnes of Rome and St. Margaret of Antioch 
 
 The legendary lives of the virgin martyrs offer perhaps the most obvious form 
of imitatio Christi to be found in female hagiography. The lives, generally tales of 
women who followed Christ, accepting martyrdom for their faith in the early 
centuries of Christianity, proved popular from the Late Antique period and 
throughout the Middle Ages. In the words of Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, “The 
hagiographic genre of the virgin martyr passion extends through two millennia, in 
Latin and all the European vernaculars. It is a, perhaps the, major Western form of 
representing women.” (3) In virginity and martyrdom these women found their only 
means of exercising spiritual agency. Indeed, as Wogan-Browne explains,  
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To its medieval audiences, virginity literature seems to have offered versions 
of autonomy — of a kind. Virginity texts announce themselves as seeking to 
sustain professed and vowed women with a romance script where the virgin 
is not only the object of quest, but in part the subject, the active selector of 
her bridegroom, Christ. (4-5) 
 
In rejecting earthly suitors, choosing instead Christ (the Lamb of God) as their 
bridegroom, the virgin martyrs provided models of female religious autonomy which 
transcended the laws and dicta of traditional society. Samuel Fanous expands upon 
Wogan-Browne’s point: 
Before taking up her vocation, the virgin martyr renounces the world, its 
honours, privileges and pleasures, her heritage and social position. In the 
renunciation of her familial identity she redefines bonds of kinship based not 
on blood but on the radical claims of the Gospel. She rejects earthly suitors, 
transposing her sexuality onto her heavenly bridegroom. (54)  
 
The virgin martyrs place themselves under a different authority, choosing Christ’s 
law over the social hierarchies and norms established by blood. However, they not 
only choose Christ, but follow his path in their passio, undergoing a sartorial 
persecution which leads them to reject earthly goods for greater spiritual treasures. 
Scholarly discussion surrounding the genre, particularly the works of Wogan-Browne 
and Karen A. Winstead, has to date astutely focused on the lives’ gender politics, 
the virgins’ evasion of patriarchal control in marriage and sexual persecution.103 
However, aligning the sartorial hermeneutics of their lives with those encoded within 
the life of Christ offers new and rich ways in which to consider their hard-fought 
sexual autonomy as a kind of imitatio Christi. Indeed, in reading into the lives of the 
virgin martyrs the same sartorial persecution endured by Christ, we can reach a 
                                                            
103 Wogan-Browne’s Saints' Lives and Women's Literary Culture, 1150-1300: Virginity and its 
Authorizations (2001) is, as its title would suggest, an exploration of the lives’ treatment of 
virginity. Meanwhile, Winstead explores themes of sexuality, violence, and gender conflict in 
the lives in her book Virgin Martyrs: Legends of Sainthood in Late Medieval England (1997), 
and writes, “The themes of sexual desire and frustration that so often lead to the virgin 
martyr’s persecution recur in the ordeals she endures. She is stripped and beaten before an 




much greater understanding of both female spirituality, and its connection to the 
material world, and the wider social and cultural ideologies and circumstances 
endured by religious women. In the sartorial hermeneutics of their lives, we see 
these women, like Christ, pushed to the margins of a society in which they are 
misinterpreted and oppressed, their spiritual desires overlooked and bodies 
controlled and subject to the carnal desires of men through the sartorial elision of 
fabric and flesh. Yet, in their suffering we can locate a rejection of and resistance to 
such values, a Christ-like performance of spiritual prowess. 
 Throughout the legends of the virgin martyrs, like many hagiographical sub-
genres, we find the same structural motifs and tropes played out repeatedly. 
Typically, these women are placed under sexual threat, their autonomy and purity 
endangered by the carnal desires of traditionally “pagan” men. This threat 
repeatedly comes to a climax in a scene (often in a brothel) in which the virgin is, 
like Christ, stripped of her garments. While the lives were subject to evolution 
throughout the medieval period, and scholars such as Winstead have traced the 
developments and changes which we find recurring in the genre, this core structure 
remained constant. Heretofore unnoticed, however, sartorial persecution persistently 
recurs as a staple in the process of the virgins’ imitatio Christi, key to this structure. I 
outline and explore the motif’s prevalence here through reference to two saints, 
considering a selection of the lives of St. Agnes of Rome and St. Margaret of 
Antioch written in medieval England from the Anglo-Saxon period through to the 
fifteenth century. The legends surrounding these saints bore particular currency in 
England throughout this period, and, applying the archetype of Christ’s sartorial 
suffering to female religious, spoke in particular to holy women. 
 The cult of perhaps one of the most famous of the virgin martyrs, St. Agnes 
of Rome (c. 291-304) flourished from the third and fourth century onwards 
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(Williamson 41-2).104 However the Passio Sanctae Agnetis, composed in the fifth or 
sixth centuries, became the cult’s definitive prayer and, indeed, the key source for 
medieval literature on the saint (Williamson 42). Her life follows the traditional 
structure of virgin martyr hagiography. Upon spurning earthly suitors in favour of 
devotion to Christ, she is exposed as a Christian, and dragged along the streets of 
Rome to a brothel, where she is forced to endure torture and is ultimately executed 
for her devotion. Men are again the perpetrators of Agnes’ persecution: her 
maltreatment is driven by a young man, Sempronius, who desires her hand 
alongside many other youths of Rome, and the unnamed Judge who sentenced her 
to this fate, the very arbiter of society’s laws and enforcement. 
In exploring the sartorial hermeneutics of Agnes’ life, we find ourselves 
turning first again to Bede. Albeit not the first insular adaptation of the saint’s life, 
which can rather be found in Aldhelm of Malmesbury’s Opus geminatum De 
uirginitate (Williamson 44), Bede’s ‘Hymn to St. Agnes’ (Illuxit alma saeculis) draws 
out and emphasises her imitatio Christi via cloth, prioritising sartorial symbolism. 
Clothing performs as a marker of physical vulnerability for the female saint, a 
“sartorial body” through which she can be physically persecuted and maltreated; 
however, garments simultaneously mark her superiority, her virtue and closeness to 
God. The prayer pits earthly goods against spiritual enrichment, explicitly stating 
that, in refusing marriage for “the love of Christ, [she] had scorned the fleeting 
prosperity of the world and the sordid ostentation of the age” (55). Her torture and 
heavenly reward are juxtaposed and elucidated through this sartorial hermeneutic: 
(6) A savage enemy plundered the girl’s pallium from her limbs; however, no 
one had been able to steal away the inner stola of her heart.  
                                                            
104 For a more thorough outline, Williamson provides a comprehensive and detailed history 
of the literature surrounding Agnes from the early Christian period in her article on ‘Bede’s 




(7) Indeed, Christ publicly sends his poderis to the virgin, exhibiting her as 
one veiled [in] the most profound linen of the truth. (56) 
 
While they may succeed in tormenting Agnes’ physical body, her persecutors 
cannot “steal away the inner stola of her heart”. The hymn establishes a distinction 
between the virtues signified by exterior clothing, and the saint’s inner worth, 
disrupting the equilibrium we saw upheld by Tertullian — yet, both are described 
using cloth metaphors, language rooted in materiality. In lieu of her earthly garb, 
Agnes is, rather, clothed in the poderis of Christ, figuratively covered in “the most 
profound linen of truth”. As Williamson explains in her excellent article on the hymn:  
A number of biblical passages are recalled by this image, the most important 
of which is Galatians 3.27: ‘For as many of you as have been baptized in 
Christ, have put on Christ.’ Paul’s comments characterize baptism as a 
process of spiritually clothing oneself and, as is well known, in the early 
church the process of “putting on Christ” during baptism was symbolized by 
the white robe bestowed on participants after their immersion. (61) 
 
Clothed in the poderis of Christ, Agnes is quite literally garbed in Christ, covered in a 
sense in the wool of the Lamb. One set of sartorial significations replaces another, 
as the idea of wearing Christ describes the devotee’s envelopment in grace. The 
saint transcends earthly social signifiers of status, and is instead clothed in a 
spiritual garment better suited to her worth, a garment conferred and reified by 
Christ rather than her pagan oppressors. As Williamson writes, “The purity of 
Agnes’s soul is now also reflected in her physical appearance. The arrival of the 
Lord’s own poderis signifies how she has truly “put on Christ” and become one with 
him.” (62) Yet, while Williamson defines Agnes’ investiture as establishing her “male 
religious demeanor” (62), it instead emphasises her very femininity. Veiled in virginal 
linen, Agnes finds grace in robes which, as we have seen, were traditionally 
assigned to women in ecclesiastical texts. Following Christ in her sartorial 
persecution, Agnes secures her marriage to the Lamb, wearing the linen garment of 
his Bride (Revelation 19:7-9). 
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 These elements are further foregrounded and highlighted in Ælfric of 
Eynsham’s Lives of the Saints (c.996-7). The conservative tendencies of Ælfric’s 
Lives, particularly those of the virgin martyrs, have been well attested. Aligning the 
Old English hagiographer’s writing with post-Conquest literature on the saints, 
Wogan-Browne, for example, stipulates that, “Unlike saints’ relations with their 
families in later passio, and unlike Anglo-Saxon models of more eremitic styles of 
sanctity, however, Ælfric's lives carefully omit or reduce their Latin source's 
representations of social disruption consequent on saints’ cults.” (92-3) 
Nonetheless, in reading into the sartorial hermeneutics of Agnes’ life, we find the 
elements of subversion so key to the legend prevalent. Agnes’ sartorial choices 
mark her refusal to adhere to earthly patriarchal authority, as she embraces instead 
a spiritual reality that accommodates individuality and autonomy. Ælfric’s account 
highlights the significance of cloth amongst the riches offered Agnes by Sempronius 
and his family: 
straightaway his kinsmen offered to the maiden 
costly robes, and promised [her] yet costlier ones, 
but the blessed Agnes despised it all, 
and recked no more of treasures than of a reeking dunghill. (17-20) 
 
They attempt to buy the saint, to override her wishes and aspirations to a religious 
life in confining her within the traditional framework of marriage, containing her 
within the traditional “sartorial body” of the aristocratic Roman wife. Indeed, the 
costly garments recall the rich trappings of the “Whore of Babylon” and the kingly 
garb forced upon Christ. However, such robes bear no value to the virgin; she tells 
her suitor that she has “another lover / unlike to thee in nobility, / who hath offered 
me better adornments” (27-9). She continues, giving a speech in which she explains 
that this alternate suitor: 
 hath decked me with a robe woven of gold, 
and hath adorned me with exceeding [rich] jewels 
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He hath shewed me also His incomparable treasures, 
which He hath promised me if I follow Him. (36-9) 
 
Agnes’ words draw upon the scriptural Marriage Supper of the Lamb, and the 
spiritual cloth offered by Christ far exceeds the paltry goods promised by earthly 
marriage. The “sartorial body” he weaves for her, imbued with the treasure of 
Christian values rather than the laws of secular society, is infinitely superior to her. 
Most importantly, it is a body she herself has chosen — one which she has earned 
through her devout perseverance. 
 The punishment for Agnes’ rejection of the worldly goods and garb offered 
by Sempronius is thus apt. Stripped of her clothing, she is led naked to a brothel 
(141-2), cast out from society and robbed of corporeal autonomy. However, in 
Ælfric’s version of the legend God offers an intermediary protection before he grants 
a literal pallium or garment.105 She becomes a “hairy saint”, protected by a spiritual 
garment natural and organic to her saint’s body: 
Lo then! God’s power was mightily manifested, 
so that the maiden’s hair covered her all about 
as soon as the executioners tore off her clothes; 
and hair covered her alike on every side. (144-7) 
 
Like the Sforza image of the Magdalene (see Figure 17), Agnes’ own hair covers her 
body, protecting her modesty. However, the different circumstances of this hirsute 
growth are important: Agnes’ hair grows as a direct reaction to her persecution. Her 
hair in this scene performs as cloth, designed to enfold and protect her vulnerable 
body against the sexual dangers of the brothel. Agnes has effectively been stripped 
of earthly, socially coded garments, and is instead garbed in the cloth of her own 
body, defined on her own terms. Her hair, here, is a symbol of her own self-
determination, of her existence outwith the markers of the “pagan”, destructive, and 
                                                            
105 This is also the version which we find in The Golden Legend (101-4), and in the Scottish 
Legends of the Saints (153-166). 
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emphatically patriarchal society in which she exists, and her choice to place herself 
within the bounds instead of divine authority. It is only at this point, once she has 
been stripped of her worldly clothing and her body has created this garb, that: 
Agnes prostrated herself, praying to the Almighty, 
and God thereupon sent her a shining tunic. 
Then she thanked Christ, and donned the clothing, 
which fitted her size exactly, 
brightly shining, so men might see 
that God had sent her the shining clothing. 
so became the house of harlots a house of prayer for men (154-60). 
 
The miraculous clothing which the Almighty provides here is given only after Agnes 
has proven her allegiance to spiritual rather than earthly authority, offering yet 
another example of her great faith in prayer. It is a moment of spiritual investiture, 
the “brightly shining” clothing she is granted mirroring the “glittering and white” robes 
donned by the Bride of the Lamb in Revelation. 
 Agnes’ imitatio Christi thus encodes her union with Christ through sartorial 
persecution and sacrifice. Christ’s stripping and mocking is replicated, and the 
model of “pagan” (specifically Roman) persecution through sartorial and material 
means is reified in Ælfric’s account of the life. Indeed, just as Christ, in sacrificing 
himself for mankind, casts off the worldly wealth with which he is mocked, Agnes 
rejects the tangible riches of marriage. Yet, the parallel with Christ extends even 
further. Agnes’ exponential production of her own hair, her own substitute cloth 
covering, by the grace of God mimics again Christ’s role as the sacrificial Lamb of 
God. Agnes, we must recall, is derived from Agnus, and she, like Christ, sacrifices 
herself for her faith, choosing instead to prioritise spiritual riches. She, quite literally, 
grows her own “sartorial body”, a fleece which parallels that of the Lamb, before she 
is rewarded with a second sartorial form in the pallium. Agnes’ “sartorial body” 
became a powerful model of sanctity within the Church. Baert has explored the 
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ongoing significance of her life, and in particular outlined the origins of the papal 
pallium in her legend. As she explains, the pallium, woven by nuns, invests the Pope 
as the shepherd of Christ’s flock (‘Martyrdom, Fur, Pallium’ 235): 
In the pallium, the Roman male authority figure receives an investiture spun 
from the attribute of Roman female chastity itself: Agnes and the pope. Nun 
and Shepherd. Female weaver and St Peter. In this way a long, fragile 
thread connecting the two genders is maintained, which not only traverses 
the entire trail of Christian time, but also embodies the triad of weaving, 
veiling, and dressing in its most primordial form. (238) 
 
Through the pallium Agnes’ life thus became a paradigm for the investiture of 
spiritual authority, most significantly the masculine authority of priesthood. The 
sartorial hermeneutics of Agnes’ imitatio Christi — her persecution, fleecy hair, and 
investiture — elevate the virgin martyr, positing her as an exemplar, even, for 
Church’s utmost mediator and connection to the divine: the Pope. 
The sartorial hermeneutics of Christ’s life continued to provide an archetype 
of sainthood for the lives of virgin martyrs written in the later Middle Ages. Most 
significantly, the paradigm is central to each of the hagiographies which comprise 
the famous Katherine Group. Gathered together in the early thirteenth-century 
manuscript Bodley 34, the lives which comprised the group followed the same 
essential trajectory as the life of St. Agnes: the three saints (Katherine, Margaret of 
Antioch, and Juliana) reject the unwanted attentions of pagan suitors, who take 
revenge through corporal and sartorial mortification, and eventually execution, on 
the basis of the women’s professed Christianity. The lives in the Katherine Group 
each closely follow Latin sources, but, as Emily Rebekah Huber and Elizabeth 
Robertson explain in the ‘Introduction’ to their edition of the manuscript, “Although all 
of Bodley 34’s texts are closely related to a Latin source or sources, each was 
chosen and recast in its own distinctive way to highlight the virtues of the virgin life 
for women.” (2) Indeed, in the manuscript they are followed by Hali Meiðhad, a tract 
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specifically addressed to women on the topic of sacred virginity. Furthermore, 
Bodley 34 is, as Wogan-Browne has explained, “a compilation designed for the 
spiritually demanding anchoritic life” (5), specifically attuned to the needs of the 
female religious rejecting secular life, and “prescribed for the reading of women in 
religious lives” (10). It is thus unsurprising that we see this pattern of imitatio Christi, 
this strong sartorial hermeneutic, so powerfully repeated in a manuscript so closely 
concerned with female rejection of a secular world governed by materialistic, 
patriarchal laws and mores. For our purposes here, however, it is sufficient to 
explore perhaps the most violent and potent of these texts: The Liflade ant te 
Passiun of Seinte Margarete. 
As scholars have attested, while Margaret of Antioch was one of the most 
celebrated female saints of the Middle Ages, little is known concerning the origins of 
her life (Clayton and Magennis 3). No mention of her martyrdom has been found in 
records of Christian persecution in Antioch, and extant literary evidence only dates 
to the eighth century (3). However, the version of her life given in Bodley 34 is one 
of many to be found in English from the medieval period; accounts of her life 
proliferated in England from the Anglo-Saxon period to the close of the Middle 
Ages.106 The Liflade ant te Passiun of Seinte Margarete existed as part of this wider 
tradition. 
Margaret’s strong-minded wilfulness is established from the very beginning 
of The Liflade ant te Passiun. When Olibrius, her very own unwanted suitor, asks 
her if she is the foster-child of a free man or a slave woman, she responds, “Freo 
wummon Ich am thah ant Godes thewe.” (10.1) Clearly and succinctly stating herself 
a free woman, she confidently places herself solely under divine authority, and it is 
                                                            
106 For a comprehensive outlines of this wider tradition, see Clayton and Magennis (3-108) 
and Huber and Robertson (1-23). 
273 
 
here, as in the life of St. Agnes, that we find the key locus for subversion. As 
Winstead has explained in her work on the virgin martyrs in medieval English 
literature: 
the Katherine Group legends invite more radical — and, from a clerical 
perspective, more dangerous — interpretations than their Latin antecedents 
precisely because they are so preoccupied with the material world. The 
concreteness of the Middle English Legends makes readers less ready to 
look for the theological significance of the saints’ struggles and more likely to 
read the legends as stories with lessons for the here and now. Some women 
may have detected parallels between the fathers and magistrates who are 
vilified in the Katherine Group texts and their own spiritual fathers and 
governors, whose authority was justified by the same arguments that were 
used to sanction men’s supremacy in the secular world. (47) 
 
Winstead draws attention to a key element of the Liflade’s rebellious potential here. 
Steeped in materiality, the narrative’s sartorial hermeneutic comes to the forefront 
alongside, as in Agnes’ legend, male oppressors for whom the female reader might 
easily find “real life” parallels: the unwanted suitor, the authoritarian father, even the 
priestly confessor. By reading into the sartorial hermeneutics of the Liflade, tracing 
the paradigm of female suffering which finds its apotheosis and original in Christ, we 
can perceive the ways in which Margaret offers a model for women who sought to 
escape such secular, and even potentially spiritual, patriarchal authority. 
Margaret’s close connection with cloth is established from the beginning of 
the Liflade. The daughter of Theodosius, a prince, Margaret loses her mother at the 
age of fifteen, and dedicates her life to God. She chooses a rural setting for her 
devotion: 
Thus ha wes ant wiste, meokest áá meiden, with othre meidnes o the feld 
hire fostermodres hahte, ant herde on euich half hire hu me droh to deathe 
Cristes icorene for rihte bileave, ant yirnde ant walde yeorne, yef Godes wil 
were, thet ha moste beon an of the moni moder-bern thet swa muchel 




In tending to sheep, the virgin practises her faith, reflecting upon the sacrifices of the 
Christian martyrs. She assumes as shepherdess a role of great scriptural import, a 
task imbued with her devotion to Christ, to the Lamb of God. It is also a vocation 
which emphasises her alignment with the pure organic source of wool, as opposed 
to mankind’s sartorial manipulation of the fibre. Her devotion, however, is disrupted 
when Olibrius, the Emperor’s favourite, spies her in the field, yet the terms in which 
Margaret describes her plight are telling. “For Ich”, she explains, “iseo me, Lauerd, 
bistepped ant bistonden ase lomb with wedde wulves.” (7.10) As a lamb among 
wolves, an image commonly used to represent feminine fragility in medieval English 
literature, she imagines herself as the self-same animal canonically used to 
represent Christ; before she has undergone her martyrdom, sacrificing her corporeal 
body, she is already aligned with the sacrificial Lamb.  
The oppression which follows, like Agnes’, mirrors the sartorial persecution 
undergone by Christ. Upon her initial refusal of marriage, Olibrius orders his soldiers 
to “Strupeth hire steort-naket ant hongeth hire on heh up, ant beteth hire bere bodi 
with bittere besmen.” (20.3) Following the Roman soldiers and Sempronius, he thus 
removes from Margaret the protection of her clothing, but also the symbol of her 
status in society. Her nakedness marks her expulsion from Roman law as a 
Christian, her position outwith Roman society; nudity is, ironically, a signifier of her 
Christianity. The extent of their violence is so great that her persecutors are unable 
to look at her broken and bleeding body, and their means of hiding their faces is 
particularly telling. We are told, “ah hudden hare heafden, the heardeste-iheortet, 
under hare mantles for thet seorfule sar thet heo on hire isehen” (28.1); they 
effectively use their clothing, the symbol of their status as soldiers and Romans, to 
blind themselves to the reality of the scene before them. Literally covering their 
eyes, they use cloth as a veil, a barrier to hide behind. Refusing to take pity on the 
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girl, they are complicit in her persecution, and their complicity is marked by their use 
of worked, man-made clothing. Sartorial fabric becomes a symbol of the Romans’ 
cruelty and blindness to the martyr’s sacrifice. 
Like Agnes, Margaret undergoes sartorial persecution a second time (54.1) 
and is ultimately executed. Her words before death are poignant, and frame the 
saint’s choice in Christ, like Agnes’, as a sartorial investiture: “Mi lufsume Lauerd,” 
quoth ha, “He cutheth ase King thet He rixleth ariht. Feierlec ant strengthe beoth 
Hise schrudes, ant igurd He is ham on, thet a cumeliche fearen ant semliche sitten.” 
(59.9-10) Stripped of her clothing, physically tortured to the point of death, Margaret 
reveals the richer spiritual garb for which she has maintained her faith and remained 
constant. God, she explains, is clothed in beauty and strength, qualities which she 
has imitated and exemplified in her passio. Time and again, through her words and 
her willingness to endure persecution, Margaret uses her clothing to symbolise her 
choice of Christ over the political and worldly power of marriage. She, like Agnes, 
chooses to emulate Christ, to undergo his suffering and sacrifice, but also to be 
clothed in him — to wear a new garb significant of her entrance into a new, divinely 
arbitrated, society.  
It is worth noting that the Margaret of Antioch we encounter in the Katherine 
Group is a particularly independent, outspoken incarnation of the saint. Elsewhere, 
we find Margaret firmly silenced, although the current of subversion coded within the 
legend’s sartorial hermeneutic still remains constant. Winstead writes of “Lydgate’s 
docile virgin martyrs” (17), for example, as women who “epitomize qualities that 
conservative middle- or upper-class readers of the day prized — modesty, courtesy, 
tact, eloquence, grace — and their conduct conforms to prevailing norms of 
femininity” (87). Indeed, in his ‘Saint Margaret’ we encounter a remarkably 
submissive version of the saint. Reminiscent of his Virgin Mary, Lydgate’s Margaret 
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is remarkable for her quietness: “though she rarely spoke, her speech was gentle” 
(91). Nonetheless, the essential framework, the sartorial structuring at the legend’s 
core, remains. Margaret is introduced tending her stepmother’s sheep (91), and her 
body still speaks of her choice of Christ. Brought before the court a second time, 
Lydgate writes that, “For Christ’s sake, her body, soft as silk, stood naked and bare.” 
(94) Naked of the garb which marked her acceptance in Roman society, her 
uncovered body nonetheless symbolises her position under a different, heavenly 
hierarchy. Attractive in a way that the bodies of the “hairy saints” are not, Margaret’s 
body undeniably appeals to the very sexualised male gaze which seeks to gain her 
as a carnal object; yet, this only serves to highlight the covert, coded implications of 
the textile metaphor. She is no “hairy saint”, but, “soft as silk”, Margaret’s flesh is 
textile, her own rich sartorial covering. Even in Lydgate’s account, a version which 
overtly attempts to silence the saint, we find power and strength encoded within the 
narrative’s sartorial hermeneutic, within the saint’s imitatio Christi. 
 
The Material World of Holy Reclusion 
 
The rejection of worldly goods which we read of in The Liflade ant te Passiun 
of Seinte Margarete was a core tenet of the monastic culture within which Bodley 34 
was produced. As Winstead explains, the manuscript is “steeped in the tradition of 
meditative hagiography that had flourished for centuries in religious houses” (22). In 
fact, the text’s West Midlands provenance has led scholars to firmly align it more 
specifically with key anchoritic guides from this period, including the Ancrene Wisse 
and Hali Meiðhad (included, if we recall, alongside the life in Bodley 34), produced 
explicitly for female consumption (Winstead 34-5; Huber and Robertson 17-21). 
While, as we have seen, the Ancrene upheld patristic dicta controlling women’s 
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garb, we can also trace more subversive references to sartorial culture in the text, 
tellingly present in relation to the spiritual models provided by the virgin martyrs. 
Wogan-Browne aptly describes “the Guide for Anchoresses image of the martyrs as 
gleeful children improvidently tearing up their robes — their bodies — because their 
rich father — God — can easily give them others” (108), citing as evidence the 
following passage: 
Nes Seinte Peter ant Seinte Andrew there-vore i-straht o rode? Sein Lorenz 
o the gridil, ant lathlese meidnes the tittes i-toren of, tohwitheret o hweoles, 
heafdes bicorven? Ah ure sotschipe is sutel. Ant heo weren i-lich theose 
yape children the habbeth riche feaderes, the willes ant waldes toteoreth 
hare clathes, for-te habbe neowe. Ure alde curtel is the flesch thet we of 
Adam ure alde feader habbeth; the neowe we schulen undervon of Godd, 
ure riche feader (6.176-82) 
 
The Ancrene’s writer here elides fabric and flesh, clothing and the corporeal bodies 
that such garments cover, comparing the rich earthly garbs of the virgin martyrs with 
the bodies they sacrificed. He emphasises the choice that women like Agnes and 
Margaret made in surrendering these “sartorial bodies” for their faith, rending apart 
their earthly clothing for heavenly alternatives. His language highlights their 
autonomy; wilful and wanton, these women cannot be contained, they refuse to be 
restricted by the social mores imbued within earthly garb. The text reveals the 
significance of such narratives, of their sartorial hermeneutic, for the lived 
experiences of religious women in the Middle Ages. Indeed, the Ancrene’s 
engagement with this hermeneutic is a key linking point between martyrdom and 
reclusion as feminine forms of religious vocation; we find the same language, the 
same renunciation of earthly material signifiers and laws, encoded in the literature 
surrounding both modes of female devotion.  
With its requirement that the recluse enclose themselves within a small cell, 
anchoritic life traditionally sought to emulate the worldly renunciation and endurance 
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of the reclusive Desert Fathers and Mothers. In the words of Ann K. Warren, “the 
legends of their lives established the frame of the paradigmatic journey to heaven 
which found its central image in the desert motif” (9). Desert and cell were 
ideologically aligned, as anchorites evaded material temptations in their desire to 
practice the solitary piety of their forebears, who, in their turn, we must remember 
emulated Christ, specifically his forty days of fasting and temptation in the desert of 
Judea. As such, anchorites had their own complex relationship with the material 
world, modelled on Christ as the ultimate archetype of earthly transcendence. 
It is important to note that, as an increasingly popular religious vocation, 
especially between the years 950 to 1200 in England, anchoritism from its origins 
appears to have appealed particularly to religious women (License 11). This is 
evidenced by the number of extant anchoritic guides which were, like the Ancrene 
Wisse and Hali Meiðhad, directed towards women, and records indicate female 
anchorites vastly outnumbered their male counterparts (Hughes-Edwards 9). 
Indeed, McAvoy argues that:  
the anchoritic life was, from its inception, a vocation particularly haunted by a 
femininity that was often reified and just as often subliminal. […] much of the 
anti-feminist and pro-masculinist discourse within anchoritic texts reflect 
attempts to drive out this spectral feminine presence. (Medieval Anchoritisms 
7)  
 
Anchoritic power was a persistently feminine power, and in this lay subversive 
potential. Anchorites, despite their reclusion, maintained some important 
connections with the external world; as McAvoy further explains with Cate Gunn in 
their ‘Introduction’ to the collection Medieval Anchorites in their Communities (2017), 
“the anchorite also occupied a pivotal role at the heart of the local community: as 
role-model, confidante, intercessor and spiritual healer” (5). As evident in the 
Ancrene, we often find anchoritic texts and hagiographies which latch on to the 
sartorial specifically as a means of mediating and restricting the subversive potential 
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of this power. However, equally present in the thirteenth-century guide, despite this 
attempted containment, the sartorial yet again encodes an alternative hermeneutic, 
a means through which the gynocentrism of the vocation can speak. 
Indeed, in addressing his anchoritic guide, the Liber Confortatorius to Eve of 
Wilton, Goscelin of St. Bertin described female reclusion in terms which purposely 
recalled the Marriage Supper of the Lamb. He speaks of Eva’s choice, like the virgin 
martyrs, to become a Bride of Christ, and writes that: 
when you walked up to the Lord’s wedding, with trepidation, the penultimate 
of fourteen virgins, with glittering candles like the stars and constellations 
above; when, before a large crowd waiting in solemn silence, you put on the 
sacred vestment. (23) 
 
The choice to follow Christ, as in the Book of Revelation, is imagined as a feminine 
vocation, and described through the assumption of clothing, the same investiture 
that we saw enacted in the lives of the virgin martyrs. In fact, the sartorial 
hermeneutic which we traced in the legends recurs throughout Goscelin’s work. 
Speaking of Christ’s Incarnation, he uses the very terminology which we 
encountered in the lives of Agnes and Margaret, explaining: 
In that [human] frailty, the Lord clothed himself with strength and girded 
himself with virtue; he made himself exceedingly strong to bear suffering, 
pain, and physical tortures, taunts, spitting, scourging, the cross, wounds, 
even unto the bitter death and the rites of burial. [italics mine] (58)  
 
Christ’s persecution and physical endurance, his garb of virtue, is upheld as a model 
of reclusive devotion for the female recluse. It is, however, not the sole paradigm 
upheld by Goscelin. He advocates the imitatio Christi of yet another reclusive saint 
through the example of Mary Of Egypt, the “Desert Mother” who “crushed the head 
of the serpent, wrestling naked with naked, and she carried the palm over the one 




The Life of Mary of Egypt 
 
 The Mary of Egypt whom Goscelin directs Eve to emulate is known as 
perhaps the most famous of the “Desert Mothers”, and the sartorial hermeneutics of 
her life offer a strong archetype for the female anchorite’s complex relationship with 
cloth and clothing. The earliest version of Mary’s life is the Greek account given by 
Sophronius in the seventh century, but the version I have chosen to focus on here is 
the extremely influential eighth-century Latin Life written by Paul the Deacon. As 
Jane Stevenson explains in her comprehensive exploration of the Latin text, this 
version of the Life is the only account known to have circulated in the British Isles 
before the Norman conquest (42). Indeed, as Stevenson attests, manuscript 
evidence suggests that Mary’s story was well-known in England. We are aware of 
one tenth-century Continental manuscript in circulation in England pre-Conquest, 
two copies made during the eleventh-century, three Anglo-Norman treatments of the 
story, and the verse paraphrase of the life produced by Hildebert (Stevenson 42). As 
a reformed harlot who chose a life of extreme seclusion and contemplation in the 
desert, Mary provided the quintessential model of reclusion for medieval women 
seeking anchoritic life during the Middle Ages. 
Mary of Egypt’s story strongly asserts the power of material objects in the 
devotional practices of the lay religious, yet offers a different understanding of textile 
materiality for the female recluse. The legend is told from the viewpoint of the priest 
Zosimus, an exemplar of the community-oriented monastic lifestyle. On discovering 
Mary while he journeys alone in the desert experiencing reclusive life, she tells the 
tale of her religious conversion. She tells him of her early life in Alexandria, where, 
she explains, she rejected her parents from the age of twelve, and fell “unstoppably 
and insatiably into the vice of lust” (88). After seventeen years in “the fire of luxury” 
(88), Mary tells Zosimus that she climbed aboard a ship travelling to Jerusalem for 
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the Feast of the Exultation, attracted not by the religious fervour of the pilgrimage 
but by “some young men standing on the shore, about ten in number, brisk enough 
in body and motion, and visibly good for that which was pleasing to me” (89). On 
arrival in Jerusalem, however, Mary explains that she was repelled from the doors of 
the Church. Distraught, she prayed to a statue of the Virgin Mary outside, promising 
“[I will] renounce this world and its actions and everything which is in it, and will at 
once go out to wherever you, my surety, lead me” (91) if she might gain entry. The 
Virgin granted Mary’s prayer, and Mary kept her promise, following the Holy 
Mother’s instructions to cross the Jordan and find “true peace” (91) as a recluse in 
the desert. 
While the statue operates as a material, visual object, essential in guiding 
Mary’s conversion, it simultaneously leads her to a devotional lifestyle which is 
contingent upon the rejection of material goods — most significantly, clothing.107 
Indeed, Mary’s rejection of clothing is symbolic of the worldly renunciation which she 
promises the Holy Virgin. She tells Zosimus that she has lived in the desert for forty-
seven years, and the garments she wore when she began her travels have 
disintegrated (93). This disintegration is a practical result of her ascetic devotion. It 
obviates the corporeal suffering through which she is brought closer to God; her skin 
has been burned black by years of enduring the sun, and we are told that she 
“endured much from the freezing of cold and the burning of heat” (93) in her years of 
reclusion. The ravages of Mary’s ascetic lifestyle recreate to an extent Christ’s 
mortification and persecution at the hands of the Roman soldiers; she has 
undergone, in a sense, an alternate form of sartorial persecution, imposed instead 
by the ravages of the wilderness. And, like the virgin martyrs, her rejection of 
                                                            




clothing as a recluse marks her escape from the laws and signifiers of earthly 
society. From the outset of the Life, cloth is used as a signifier of social position. 
When Zosimus, seeking greater knowledge of the various paths of religious devotion 
to salvation before discovering Mary, arrives at a monastery on the Jordan, the 
monks immediately recognise him as a monastic, “seeing by his dress and 
appearance that he was a religious” (82). Just as Zosimus’ clothing marks his choice 
to follow the monastic vocation, Mary’s lack thereof signals her own devotional 
practice, and its distance from the earthly social mores encoded by clothes. Her 
state of undress signifies the independence of her existence. Not affiliated with any 
monastic house, Mary’s relationship with God until Zosimus’ appearance is 
importantly unmediated. Her conversion, we must remember, was guided by her 
devotion to the Virgin Mary, a devotion instigated and realised through direct 
engagement with the Virgin’s statue, rather than any priest or patriarchal male 
figure. It is driven by the personal, autonomous values which guide her life in the 
desert. 
Mary’s nakedness is, however, fleeting. When the male cleric invades her life 
of solitary devotion, he brings with him the patristic dictum that the Christian 
woman’s body be sartorially covered: 
forgive me for God’s sake, I cannot turn round and show myself to you. For I 
am a woman, and entirely naked of any corporeal covering, as you can see, 
and the shameful part of my body is uncovered. But if you truly wish to 
receive the prayers of a sinful woman, throw me the garment which is around 
you, so that I can cover my womanly infirmity and turn to you and accept 
your prayers. (85-6) 
 
Ashamed of her nakedness, the female recluse begs for the priest’s cloak. To an 
extent, the garment comes to signify the priest’s authority over Mary. It illustrates the 
Pauline conception of clothing as a form of feminine submission to masculine 
dominion as, from this point onwards, she seeks his mediation in her relationship 
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with the divine through communion. Her solitary, autonomous devotion to all intents 
and purposes appears to end at this point; however, while the narrative seems to 
use the cloak to resituate the saint within priestly, patriarchal control, the garment 
can also be read more subversively as marking Mary’s possession of priestly 
authority and spiritual prowess.  
In his discussion of the scene, Simon Lavery considers the cloak as 
obscuring the physical signs of Mary’s femininity. He explains: 
When she puts on his [Zosimus’] cloak, she not only covers the physical and 
sexual attributes of the woman, she also symbolically takes on part of the 
male, monastic identity of its owner, transforming herself into an asexual or 
quasi-male being. Mary speaks as the male monastic image of the perfect 
woman, unwilling to be perceived as having any sexual identity. (132)  
 
Lavery importantly notes that Mary’s assumption of the cloak marks her investiture 
with its owner’s religious authority, but he interprets the scene as suggestive of 
Mary’s desire to escape her feminine state in favour of a less dangerously 
subversive sexlessness. She is, however, much more complex than this framework 
necessarily allows. While Zosimus is inserted into the narrative to mediate her 
relationship with the divine through communion, it is Mary who seems to exert more 
fully the spiritual authority of the priest. It is she who verbally guides and instructs 
Zosimus, who continually cedes to her virtue and superiority as an ascetic (86-7, 89, 
94); despite her status as a “sinful woman”, her spiritual strength contrasts the 
priest’s need for guidance. Her bemoaning of her “womanly infirmity” reads as the 
traditional misogynistic imposition of the Life’s clerical writer, as does the cloak, an 
attempt to contain and explain her power through the priest’s trappings, but she is 
not so easily controlled. As we have seen, her physical infirmity only serves to 
emphasise her spiritual strength and endurance. 
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If we trace Mary’s relationship with fabric throughout the text as a whole, it 
persistently conveys this subversive independence. Mary’s lust-driven pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem is equally framed by cloth. When telling Zosimus of her journey, she 
explains, “I, throwing down the spindle which I had in my hand (as if after a time, it 
might come to hold me) ran to the sea whither I had seen people running” (89). The 
respectability traditionally aligned with clothwork is framed by the harlot saint as 
controlling here; she seeks to evade this paradigm in following her sexual desires. In 
this sense, as both a sinner and a holy recluse, Mary seeks to escape the social 
norms and restrictions which come with clothing and clothwork. The independence 
she exercised as a lay person is not rejected in her years of reclusion. If we return to 
her initial description, we can further see the ways in which cloth is used to delineate 
her reclusion as a state of autonomy. When Zosimus encounters the saint, we are 
told, “It was a woman that he saw, her body coal-black and burned by the heat of 
the sun, the hair of her head like white wool, and like it in quantity, descending no 
further than to her neck. [italics mine]” (85) Mary’s hair is fascinatingly described 
here as wool, the initial natural, raw product which is worked to produce social 
markers such as Zosimus’ cloak. However, here it is explicitly not worked in this 
way. Mary leaves her hair natural, defining her own relationship with cloth as an 
organic material. The description indicates that it is not so much the material itself 
which she evades in her reclusive life, but the re-fashioned, wrought nature of cloth 
when it is shaped to meet the needs of society, both secular and ecclesiastical, in 
garments. 
Indeed, Mary’s naked body, specifically her woolly hair, comes to signify her 
weaving of her own identity in reclusion, an identity that is at once inherently 
corporeal, the product of the emphatically female body which Zosimus is compelled 
to cover, and distinct from the laws of even the ecclesiastical society he represents. 
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Although her hair in the Life does not envelop her whole body, the description 
inspired her depiction as a “hairy saint”. Iconographical depictions of Mary extended 
her hirsute growth to cover her whole body, as evident in the following illumination 
from the fourteenth-century ‘Taymouth Hours’: 
 
Figure 18. Yates Thompson MS 13, the Taymouth Hours, ‘Mary and her loaves’, f. 
188v. c.1325-50. British Library Medieval Manuscripts Blog: Hairy Mary, 
blogs.bl.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2017/04/hairy-mary.html. 
 
Mary’s hair positions her life firmly within the sartorial hermeneutical tradition which 
we have traced throughout this chapter, with Christ at its centre. Indeed, the 
legend’s concrete reference to “wool” obviates the Church Mother’s emulation of the 
Lamb of God. Furthermore, the description recalls another passage from the Book 
of Revelation: 
And in the midst of the seven golden candlesticks, one like to the Son of 
Man, clothed with a garment down to the feet, and girt about the paps with a 
golden girdle. And his head and his hairs were white, as white wool, and as 




The hair of the Son of Man, significantly described as “white wool”, overtly alludes to 
his status as Agnus Dei. Mary’s appearance in the desert, albeit naked, in turn 
echoes the Book’s description, her own white woolly hair a mirror of Christ himself 
as both Son of Man and Lamb of God. The cloak she requests from Zosimus reads 
merely as a veneer, an attempt to redirect the sartorial hermeneutics of the life in 
establishing priestly control over Mary’s powerful relationship with, and emulation of, 
Christ. Yet, this veneer is inherently cracked; the legend’s sartorial subversion runs 
deep. 
Ultimately, as in the lives of the virgin martyrs, Mary’s spiritual apotheosis is 
described as a sartorial choice. Casting off the garments of secular life in her 
reclusion, she is in contrast clothed in divine teaching. As she explains, “I am 
nourished by, and am covered with a garment of, the word of God, who contains all 
things. For man does not live by bread alone, and all who have no clothing will be 
clothed in stone, having discarded the outer covering of sins.” (93) Her words echo 
those of the St. Agnes and St. Margaret; like them, she chooses to be clothed in 
divine grace over earthly trappings. The language of materiality, the concept of 
being clothed, is still central in conveying her state of virtue; yet this is a state which 
is ultimately transcendent, belonging to a spiritual plane beyond the earthliness 
symbolised by cloth’s materiality. No longer a simple spinner, Mary has become a 
different kind of clothworker in her reclusion. She weaves tales of spiritual, didactic 
truth, and her body and her tale of redemption become vessels of that word. Eager 
to hear her tale, Zosimus pointedly cries out, “Tell it for God’s sake, Mother, speak, 
and do not lose the thread of so salvific a narrative.” (89) In this way, while the 
legend seems to subsume the potentially subversive figure of the naked recluse, her 
authority remains undeniably prevalent and troubling to the masculine ethos of the 
Church. While Zosimus may cover her, attempting to contain her within the traditions 
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of society, bringing her into a more traditional relationship through communion, her 
naked body allows her to weave her own life of sanctity and independence in the 
desert. It is, accordingly, a ‘self-fashioned’ life which seeps through the cracks of 
Zosimus’ tale, and the male-authored hagiography.  
Mary’s storytelling clothwork, her organic weaving of her own life and story in 
the desert, therefore, resituates cloth and materiality for the female recluse, from 
within the apparently patriarchal confines of Zosimus’ cloak. Thus, when Mary was 
cited as a figure “whom virgins should venerate and a woman men should admire” 
(89) in Goscelin’s Liber Confortatorius, she provided a more subversive model than 
the priest likely intended, a female exemplar whose nakedness allowed her to evade 
the strictures of the androcentric Church. Indeed, Mary’s nakedness, the rejection of 
clothing in pursuit of solitary devotion, recurs in another hagiographical text: The Life 
of Christina of Markyate. 
 
The Life of Christina of Markyate 
 
With the rise of anchoritic scholarship in recent years, The Life of Christina of 
Markyate has garnered increasing attention as a text reflective of the enormous 
social changes that occurred in the aftermath of the Norman Conquest.108 What 
these studies have highlighted is that the Life sits at the intersection of secular, 
                                                            
108 In Medieval Women’s Writing: Works by and for Women in England, 1100-1500 (2007), 
Diane Watt explores the implications of the notion that Christina’s eremitic life offered an 
Anglo-Saxon opposition to Norman and French colonialism (20). Several chapters included 
in the 2005 edited collection Christina of Markyate: A Twelfth-Century Holy Woman also 
address the social and political context of the Life. In particular, Henrietta Leyser explores 
the text’s political engagement with Norman culture (or lack thereof), in ‘Christina of 
Markyate: The Introduction’, and contextualises the text in consideration of the rise of female 
monasticism in the twelfth century (1-11). Stephanie Hollis and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne 
discuss this topic in further depth, also highlighting the restrictions around female inheritance 
introduced during the Anglo-Norman period, in their contribution, ‘St. Albans and Women’s 
Monasticism: lives and their foundations in Christina’s world’ (25-52). 
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political, and religious concerns in the twelfth century. Material culture, particularly 
sartorial culture, is central to the text’s negotiation of the conflict between these 
spheres for the female recluse. By reading Christina’s tale through the sartorial 
hermeneutic which we have traced, considering her sartorial persecution and 
rehabilitation in Christ, we can more clearly see the ways in which cloth is central to 
the representation and understanding of the reclusive life as a state of religious 
independence — of freedom from the worldly values and patriarchal control signified 
by clothing.  
In comparing Christina’s Life with those of the virgin martyrs and Mary of 
Egypt, I am fully aware that I draw parallels between women more commonly 
recognised as legendary, their lives highly generic and thus, to a great extent, 
fictional constructions, and a historically proven figure. In her study Holy Women of 
Twelfth Century England (1988), Sharon K. Elkin has argued strenuously against 
the close comparison of Christina’s Life with the Life of Mary of Egypt on these very 
terms: 
In Mary of Egypt the saint is both elusive in a literal sense (she runs away) 
and in a metaphorical sense (in terms of her figurative meaning). The Life of 
Christina of Markyate, in contrast, is concerned with a real, living and familiar 
woman (familiar to the author, and to the initial audience). […] Any 
identification between Christina of Markyate and Mary of Egypt can only be 
fleeting and partial as the virgin must not be conflated with the reformed 
harlot. (67) 
 
The polarisation of these narratives on this basis is, however, reductive, ignoring as 
it does the fact that all of these hagiographical works are literary artefacts. Indeed, 
such interpretation of the corpus erases the persistence with which saints modelled 
their own piety upon the narrative representation of their holy predecessors. Like the 
virgin martyrs, faced with an unwanted suitor, Christina’s anonymous biographer 
tells us, “She recounted to him the example of the saints, narrating to him in detail 
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the story of St Cecelia and her husband Valerian, telling him how at their death they 
were worthy to receive crowns of undefiled chastity from an angel.” (11) Christina, 
and her biographer, use hagiographical narratives to shape her life of devotion, and 
therefore the line between story and reality is fluid, amorphous. Albeit produced 
under different conditions with a more distinctly biographical bent, The Life of 
Christina of Markyate is as rich in metaphorical, literary meaning as its antecedent, 
and its figurative use of cloth, the undercurrent of its sartorial hermeneutic, is only 
one amongst many avenues through which to explore this. 
Christina seeks to carve out a religious life for herself, to escape a worldly, 
secular existence under the yoke of patriarchal control. The Life details her journey 
towards religious autonomy, relating her struggles to win freedom from both her 
family and the Church in dedicating her life to Christ. Success comes in the form of 
religious reclusion, following the example of the Desert Mother, although later in life 
Christina embraces monastic life as the leader of a priory. Each shift, each change 
in her position and devotional practice, is illustrated through her relationship with 
clothing, signalled through a series of sartorial significations. Integral to the first 
major section of the narrative, which focuses on Christina’s troubled life with her 
family, is the very sartorial persecution endured by Christ, as we witness the 
frequent and prevalent use of clothing as a symbol of inherently secular, violent 
androcentric values. As in the lives of the virgin martyrs, sartorial persecution in 
Christina’s Life is applied to specifically female social and cultural concerns, 
specifically elucidating women’s lack of sexual and social autonomy. The narrative’s 
sartorial hermeneutics predicate the androcentric values of secular society upon a 
corporeality and lust framed as sinful, which ultimately controls and even violently 
oppresses women through “sartorial bodies”. Following Christ and her saintly 
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predecessors, Christina rejects these socially coded garments, refusing to be 
positioned within the sexual marketplace of marriage and secular domesticity. 
Amongst the clearest examples of this repressive use of clothing is one of 
the Life’s most famous scenes: Christina’s attempted seduction by Ranulf, Bishop of 
Durham, the paramour of her aunt. In attempting to win over the sixteen-year-old, 
the bishop “seized the maiden by one of the sleeves of her tunic” (7), grasping her 
clothing as an extension of her body. She slips from his grasp but he continues to 
pursue the girl, specifically offering her “silken garments” among other riches. 
Ranulf’s attempts to buy Christina’s sexual compliance are, like those of the virgin 
martyrs’ tyrannical suitors, rejected with “utter contempt” (8). The bishop considers 
Christina via a “sartorial body” shaped and formed in accordance with his own 
desires. Indeed, he automatically turns to clothing as a means of physically 
controlling the young woman; grasping her garment in his lust, he reveals his 
assumption that, for women at least, cloth and body are fused, inextricably 
connected and reflective of one another. He interprets this fusion and cloth’s 
materiality as marking her as a corporeal, and specifically carnal, being, one which 
might be wooed and won in a material marketplace dominated by men. The holy 
maiden’s rejection of his gifts signals not only her rebuff of his lust and refusal to 
enter into this marketplace, but makes apparent the inherent lack of value in such 
earthly material goods.109  
Time and again throughout the Life, Christina’s clothing is (mis)interpreted as 
a manifestation or extension of her physical body. Indeed, Ranulf’s understanding of 
Christina’s “sartorial body” as denoting sexual availability and lavish materiality 
parallels her own family’s assessment of her as a marriageable commodity. It is he 
                                                            
109 R. I. Moore has quite rightly interpreted Ranulf’s gift of clothing as courtship, an apology 
for his overly hasty and violent attempt at seduction (139). 
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who arranges her betrothal with Beorhtred, a local noble, a betrothal which is framed 
as an entirely worldly transaction. Her family enthusiastically jump at the opportunity 
because they see her, with her beauty and intelligence, as an asset: “They did not 
know how to see beyond worldly possessions, thinking that anyone lacking these 
and seeking only the unseen world would certainly be lost.” (21) The Life thus sets 
up a clear opposition between the earthly, material world of Ranulf and Christina’s 
parents and the immaterial, sacred domain of the holy life she so fervently seeks. 
Christina’s misinterpretation on this basis is, even, explicitly compared to Christ’s 
oppression: 
Indeed, just as Christ was rejected by the Jews, and afterwards denied by 
the prince of the apostles, Peter, who loved him more than the rest, and was 
made obedient to his Father even unto death, so this maiden was tormented 
first by her parents. (15) 
 
Christina’s persecution is, like Christ’s, one of misinterpretation; it constitutes a 
denial of her spiritual state. This denial is, as in Christ’s life, represented and 
enforced even through the sartorial. At the banquet of the merchants’ festival, 
Christina’s parents allot her the task of cupbearer, with the intent that it may soften 
her attitude towards marriage: 
they commanded her to get up and lay aside the cloak she had around her, 
so that, with her garments fastened to her sides with bands and her sleeves 
rolled up her arms, she should courteously offer drinks to the nobility. For 
indeed they hoped that the compliments paid to her by onlookers and the 
accumulation of little sips of wine would break her resolution and prepare her 
body for the deed of corruption. (10-11) 
 
With her clothes fastened tightly around her sides and her sleeves revealing her 
arms, Christina’s parents style her “sartorial body,” marketing their daughter as a 
sexualised object. Garnering the compliments and admiration of onlookers, the task, 
emphasising her elevated social position, is designed to make her amenable to such 
objectification. The “sartorial body” which they impose upon their daughter is 
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designed to ground her within a very specific environment, laden with social 
strictures and mores. The banquet hall, as Samuel Fanous explains, was in many 
ways the epicentre of social values and order in the Middle Ages:  
Symbolically, banquets signify the culmination of social ideals: the pleasures 
of meeting individuals, families, friends and neighbours; the celebration of 
the fruitfulness of the earth through food and drink; the reaffirmation of social 
bonds and the maintenance of the social order, at the heart of which is 
fecundity exemplified by the ideal of marriage and the nuclear family. (64)  
 
Christina’s “sartorial body” marks her position as a young noblewoman, containing 
her within the patriarchal, secular rules upheld and affirmed by the banquet as a 
social space. Her dress operates as an attempt to erase her desires and beliefs, to 
lure her into acceptance of this position through flattery, yet she refuses to succumb 
to such temptation. In her predicament, facing sexual coercion from both Church 
and family, Christina, like Mary of Egypt before her, finds solace in the protection of 
a greater, spiritual hierarchy, and seeks out a female guide. “Against the favours of 
human flattery she fixed in her mind the memory of the Mother of God” (11); reciting 
the ‘Hail, Mary’, she looks to the Virgin as a means of evading her material, secular 
surroundings. Indeed, as we shall see, while Christina looks to other priestly 
authorities, replicating in many ways the relationship between Mary of Egypt and 
Zosimus, time and again it is the Virgin Mary who provides protection and solace in 
moments of sexual, specifically male, and persistently sartorial persecution.  
Although Christina is at times able to persuade her suitor Beorhtred to 
respect her wishes and support her in her desire for a religious life of chastity, he is 
each time shamed by his peers and her family into using force, specifically enacted 
upon her clothing, to reclaim her as his wife. When she refuses marriage, he takes 
the case to Bishop Robert of Lincoln with the encouragement of her parents. It is 
decided in his favour, and when Christina rises to leave his company, we are told 
that he “seized hold of her cloak to keep her back; as she moved off, she loosened it 
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at the neck and, leaving it, like another Joseph, in his hand, she quickly escaped 
into an inner room” (23) The passage replicates the exchange between Joseph and 
Potiphar’s wife in Genesis, another scene in which an attempt is made to seduce a 
virtuous youth, and in which the seducer only succeeds in grasping their victim’s 
garment.110 We see very clearly here both the man’s elision of body and cloth, and 
Christina’s rejection of this fusion in dropping the cloak; in separating her corporeal 
body from the sartorial object. The movement signifies her renunciation of the 
worldly, secular life within which he attempts to constrain her — a life firmly equated 
here with the material realm, specifically cloth. 
 Transcending the physicality of lust and marriage, Christina seeks autonomy 
as a Bride of Christ, prioritising the “unseen world” overlooked by Beorhtred and her 
family. This moment after the trial is immediately followed by her expulsion from her 
father’s house, a pivotal scene in which she is stripped both of her secular trappings 
and the keys to the household, the quintessential symbol of secular domesticity. (23) 
Like her saintly predecessors, Christina’s nakedness aligns her suffering with that of 
Christ, and the holy life which she seeks is clearly framed here as an existence 
outwith the laws and control of her father. As Fanous explains, the scene emulates 
the feminine power encoded within the lives of many virgin martyrs: “Ostensibly the 
stripped virgin is passive. Yet she is denuded precisely because she refuses to 
submit to the social idea of marriage. In her nakedness, she becomes a figure of 
defiant resistance to male hegemony.” (59) Stripped of the garments which the text 
has so closely aligned with licentiousness and the sexual marketplace of marriage, 
                                                            
110 The biblical account relates, “Now it happened on a certain day, that Joseph went into the 
house, and was doing some business without any man with him: And she catching the skirt 
of his garment, said: Lie with me. But he leaving the garment in her hand, fled, and went out. 
And when the woman saw the garment in her hands, and herself disregarded, She called to 
her the men of her house, and said to them: See, he hath brought in a Hebrew, to abuse us: 
he came in to me, to lie with me: and when I cried out, And he heard my voice, he left the 
garment that I held, and got him out.” (Genesis 39:11-5)  
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the naked Christina, like Mary of Egypt, becomes a model of the active, autonomous 
rejection of these values. This scene marks a pivotal step in her escape from this 
male-dominated society towards religious agency.  
However, we do find that, consistent with the hermeneutic we have traced 
thus far, sartorial discourses do bear currency in describing Christina’s search for a 
life of holiness, as she simultaneously seeks to define her own identity through 
clothing. The passage explains: 
In great rage and with the keys in his hand, he [Christina’s father] said to the 
girl, stripped as she was of her bodily garments, but more blessedly clothed 
with the gems of virtue: ‘Get out, as fast as you can. If you want to have 
Christ, then naked go and follow Christ.’ (24) 
 
Stripped of her physical dress, Christina is nonetheless metaphorically garbed, 
clothed instead in the virtue of her actions. A guest at the house intercedes for her, 
but, “For her part, Christina would have chosen to be sent out naked and at night 
had she been able in this way to have won her freedom to serve Christ, and when 
morning came she left the house without anyone preventing her.” (24) As Agnes, 
Margaret, and Mary’s naked bodies are dressed in the Word of God, Christina’s 
bareness also signifies her great virtue; she joins them, in a sense, at the Marriage 
Supper of the Lamb, dressed in the more transcendent riches of a spiritual life. Her 
expulsion and stripping are emphatically described as a choice, a conscious 
rejection of that clothing which so persistently symbolises the constraints of secular 
life and its expectations, in favour of religious freedom and independence. 
This concept is cemented in a dream which Christina has shortly after this 
episode, in which the Virgin Mary appears at church and promises her deliverance 
from her strife. Leaving the church with great joy, she sees Beorhtred on the ground 
in a black cape. He tries to grab her as she passes, “But Christina gathered her 
garments about her (they were flowing garments of a dazzling white), and clasping 
295 
 
them close to her side, she passed by him untouched.” (25-6) The vision closely 
parallels both Ranulf’s attempted seduction and the scene after the trial — a parallel 
which the excerpts emphasise in their shared lexicon. In each instance the men 
move to control Christina by seizing and holding her clothing. Yet, here Christina 
and her robes are safe from Beorhtred’s grasp. In the transcendent, spiritual reality 
of the vision, her white garments reflect her true identity and virtue as a “blessedly 
clothed” Bride of Christ, recalling Revelation’s description of the Marriage Supper of 
the Lamb. While Beorhtred’s black garb signals his worldliness and sin, Christina’s 
sartorial and physical bodies are fused on her own, religious, terms. Alongside her 
saintly sisters, Christina seeks coverings that reflect her body, identity, and spiritual 
values, garments symbolic of the marriage to Christ which she herself has chosen. 
Furthermore, like Mary of Egypt, she assumes an authority and 
independence which is defined as masculine in finally escaping her family for the 
religious life. Plotting her escape with her aunt and the manservant Loric, she 
prepares a masculine garb to disguise herself: 
When she saw they were all busy with their tasks, she immediately jumped 
up, full of trust in the Lord. Secretly she took the men’s garments she had got 
ready beforehand so as to disguise herself, and set out swathed from head 
to foot in a long cloak. When her sister Matilda saw her hurrying out, for she 
recognized her from her clothes, she followed her. Christina noticed this and 
pretended she was going to the church of our Blessed Lady. But as she 
walked one of the sleeves of the man’s garment she was hiding beneath her 
cloak fell to the ground, whether by accident or on purpose I do not know. 
When Matilda saw it she said, ‘What is this, Theodora, that you are trailing 
on the ground?’ 
Christina replied with an innocent look, ‘Sister dear, take it with you when 
you go back to the house, for it is getting in my way.’ And she entrusted her 
with the silk garment and her father’s keys, saying, ‘Take these too, dear 
one, so that if our father returns in the meantime and wants to take 
something from the chest he will not become angry on not finding the keys.’ 




This complex passage undercuts the liberating potential of cross-dressing for 
Christina. Unlike Mary, Christina never assumes male clothing; indeed, the garment 
almost betrays her to her sister, in Christina’s own words, “getting in my way”. 
Dressing like a man offers no true freedom for Christina because her female body is, 
in fact, no barrier to her escape. She is initially hesitant to ride away, and we are 
given the same clumsy suggestion of female weakness that we saw in Paul the 
Deacon’s Life when she berates herself, “Why delay, oh fugitive? Why respect your 
femininity? Put on manly courage and mount the horse like a man. So she put aside 
her fears, and jumped on the horse as if she were a man, set spurs to its flanks.” 
(34) However, although her agency is defined here as manly, she does not need to 
alter her physical appearance in assuming this power; she does not need to take on 
the “sartorial body” of a man to perform with strength and agency. While the text 
tries to tell us that she is performing an action outwith the realm of female capability, 
transcending the limits of her feminine body, its sartorial coding offers another 
reading. It reveals Christina’s courage to be an innately feminine quality.  
Christina’s escape is a culmination of her efforts and long-suffered 
persecution. At this point she escapes to Flamstead, where she is finally welcomed 
to reclusive life by the anchoress Alfwen, “and on that same day she who had been 
accustomed to wearing silk dresses and luxurious furs in her father’s house now put 
on a rough garment as her religious habit” (34). She is finally able to wear the simple 
garments of the recluse, a garb symbolic of her lifestyle and religious devotion, of 
her escape from the worldly secular existence she faced in her father and husband’s 
houses. She spends two years at Flamstead, but these years are not carefree. Her 
family and Beorhtred continue to harass her, and she places herself under the 
protection of the hermit Roger, a sub-deacon of St. Alban’s Abbey. She dwells in a 
makeshift anchorhold, “no bigger than a span-and-a-half” (40); so small that: “The 
297 
 
confined space would not allow her to wear even the necessary clothing when she 
was cold.” (40) As she fully embraces life as an anchoress her ascetic lifestyle 
requires, like Mary, that she entirely reject all clothing. However, reclusion, for 
Christina, is necessary only for as long as she must hide from her Beorhtred, who 
eventually releases her from her marriage vows. (43) Indeed, for as long as she 
must so stridently reject the secular lifestyle imposed upon her, she rejects all 
material, cloth coverings, remaining in hiding. Her escape from that life is depicted 
quite literally as an abandonment of the “sartorial body” through which they 
continually seek to control her. 
However, the equation of earthly “sartorial bodies” with feelings of lust and 
temptation remains consistent within the text. After her escape, we find Christina’s 
clothing again operating as a kind of earthly skin. Faced with the sexual temptation 
of her attraction to her second patron, the unnamed cleric who offers her refuge 
after she leaves Roger, “Only one thing brought her respite: the presence of her 
patron. For then, her passion cooled; for in his absence she used to be so inwardly 
inflamed that she thought the clothes which clung to her body might catch fire!” (47) 
Her lust is imagined not through the sensations of her physical body, but rather 
through her clothing. The episode parallels an earlier scene, a description of Roger’s 
devotional focus and prowess: “once when he was rapt in prayer his concentration 
was so intense that the devil, invisibly incensed, visibly set fire to the cowl that clung 
to his back as he prayed, and even so could not distract him” (41). These passages 
suggest that the carnal and secular body, that which might be distracted by 
temptation, is reflected and equated more with earthly clothing, while the holy body 




Reclusive life for Christina, like her hagiographical predecessors, thus 
constitutes the discarding of secular sexuality and social norms, a rejection which is 
symbolised through her clothing. However, while Mary of Egypt is posited at the 
origins of clothwork, remaining in her desert as a producer of her own wool like the 
Lamb of God, Christina returns to the world, and this return is likewise marked by a 
change in her relationship with textiles. Once her status as a Bride of Christ is 
recognised, and reclusive life is no longer a necessity, she begins to engage more 
actively with the secular and even political world. In her final years she establishes 
her own priory, assuming the role of advisor to Abbot Geoffrey of St. Albans, and 
with this role she begins to create her own clothwork. 
Initially, Christina’s relationship with Geoffrey replicates that between Mary 
and Zosimus in Paul the Deacon’s Life. Just as Mary provides Zosimus with spiritual 
guidance, and his appearance marks society’s intrusion upon her solitude, “Geoffrey 
supported Christina in worldly matters; she commended him to God more earnestly 
in her holy prayers.” (59-60) The traditional association between the feminine and 
materiality is intriguingly reversed; the male priest is more closely connected to the 
tangible world than Christina. However, Christina begins to leave the hermitage, 
notably attiring herself for engagement with the world beyond her cell in a short 
sleeveless tunic symbolic of her religious state (60), and later in their relationship the 
priest approaches Christina for more tangible signs of spiritual guidance. Before he 
embarks upon a visit to Rome to gain confirmation of King Stephen’s election from 
Innocent II, Geoffrey asks for “two undergarments from Christina” (71), the narrator 
takes care to tell us, “not for pleasure but to relieve the toil of the task ahead” (71).  
The sexual connotations of the garments Geoffrey requests do not thus pass 
unnoticed. Furthermore, while she works on the items Christina has a vision of the 
priest cemented in a wall, and a voice instructs her: “the undergarments which you 
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have prepared for his comfort, give as quickly as you can to the poor, because 
Christ will obtain greater consolation for him on his journey” (72). Implying that 
earthly cloth is not to be the spiritual reward for the priest’s endeavours, the vision is 
consistent with the sartorial hermeneutics we have traced up to this point; however, 
it does accord clothwork a position within the devotional practices of the female 
religious. No longer a naked recluse, forced into secrecy and reclusion from the 
world, Christina’s clothwork would be better directed towards clothing the poor, and 
it is worth noting at this point that clothwork was prescribed as a suitable activity for 
women’s devotion and prayer.  
If we recall, in Chapter Two we saw clothwork outlined as a prayerful 
pastime for the Holy Virgin. Furthermore, clothwork in the Ancrene Wisse, for 
example, is dictated as an important devotional activity for the anchorite, a means of 
communicating with and contributing to the world beyond the cell. Indeed, it is from 
within the consistent respectability of this task that we can perceive the sartorial as a 
site for potential subversion and empowerment for female religious, tracing the 
influence of the “hairy saints” who, like the Lamb of God, are the source of their own 
sartorial creations. The guide advises that the women work cloth as an important 
element of their devotion, but carefully controls the conditions of their work, and the 
products that they should make: 
Ne makie ye nane purses for-te freondin ow with, bute to theo thet ower 
meistre yeveth ow his leave, ne huve, ne blod-binde of seolc, ne laz, buten 
leave. Ah schapieth ant seowith ant mendith chirche clathes ant povre 
monne hettren. swuch thing ne schule ye yeoven withuten schriftes leave, 
na-mare then neomen thet ye ne seggen him fore — as of othre thinges: kun 
other cuththe, hu ofte ye undervengen, hu longe ye edheolden.  Taveles ne 
forbeode ich nawt, yef sum riveth surpliz other measse-kemese. Othre 





According to this extract, the anchorite’s needlework is to be consistently supervised 
by a director, their male confessor. The text stipulates that only with the permission 
of their priestly mentor might these women make objects designed to create 
friendships; their relationship with the community external to their anchorhold is 
strongly controlled, and they may only receive such gifts with permission too. These 
stipulations are reminiscent of Tertullian’s argument against rich female dressing in 
‘On the Apparel of Women’, his association of sartorial “grandeur” with women’s 
desire to engage with the world beyond the domestic sphere. As we have seen, the 
anchorite was to wear only the simplest of clothing, and her clothwork is primarily 
restricted to the sewing of vestments and garments for the poor. Rich needlework 
and trimmings are allowed only for the adornment of priestly garb; in other words, 
directly aimed at the celebration of ecclesiastical masculinity. Patriarchally ordained 
and supervised, the anchorite’s clothwork hardly seems empowering, and these 
rules can be read as an attempt to contain the authority of the female recluse; yet, 
as we so often find when we read into the sartorial hermeneutics of medieval texts, 
this traditional women’s work consistently bears with it a subversive potential. As we 
have seen, the sewing of priests’ robes placed female endeavour at the heart of the 
Mass, investing, in a sense, the male priest. Through the sartorial, women are again 
placed at the centre of religious authority. 
Christina’s anchoritism was never the traditional lifestyle of the recluses 
addressed by the Ancrene Wisse. Far from encompassing the communal role and 
potential of the anchorite in society, it was a forced, strict seclusion. The use of 
clothwork to aid the poor and establish connections with ecclesiastical authorities, 
as such, only becomes possible for Christina once secrecy is no longer enforced, 
and she can assume an active role within her community. Although the text admits 
that her work was commissioned by Abbot Geoffrey, illustrating the clothwork gift-
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economy which connected holy women with ecclesiastical hierarchy, it does 
somewhat unsatisfyingly attempt to overlook the potentially subversive power of 
such clothwork. Indeed, records outwith the hagiographical text indicate that she 
used clothwork in establishing such connections at the highest level; the Pipe Roll of 
1155 mentions that a pair of slippers and three mitres she had embroidered were 
gifted to Pope Adrien IV in 1155 by the subsequent abbot at St. Albans, Robert de 
Gorron (Fanous and Leyser xxv). These practices do appear inconsistent with the 
sartorial hermeneutic which the narrative has developed up to this point; adornment 
and materiality, at this stage in the text, appear suddenly reified within the realm of 
devotional practice. We find a possible explanation for this shift amongst the final 
miraculous events ascribed to Christina at the end of the Life. When a devil appears 
in the cloisters of the church, the women who are joined with Christina in prayer are 
terrified into hysteria. The only way to dispel their “girlish terror” (81), according to 
the writer, is to touch Christina’s garments (81). Clothing changes here from a 
sartorial to a devotional object, it takes on a reliquary significance; the tangible, 
material presence of fabric, previously associated with carnality and sin, is 
transformed into a conduit of spiritual power designed not to be worn, but to be 
touched.  
Christina joins her saintly sisters as a Bride of Christ; through her sartorial 
choices she enters into union with Christ, the sacrificial Agnus Dei. Christina, 
however, is lucky. Unlike many of her sisters, she manages to weave a position of 
spiritual agency and authority, to find a “sartorial body” representative of herself and 
her faith in life. The paradigm of Christ’s sartorial persecution nonetheless offers an 
archetype which transforms vulnerability and weakness into spiritual prowess and 
agency for all of the holy women we have considered here, an archetype which 
speaks to, and vividly illustrates, the injustices and silencing of women in the Middle 
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Ages. Whether they achieved autonomy in life or in death, women could find in 
Christ an exemplar of spirituality and religious integrity which applied all too well to 





































During the long vacation from Oxford University, probably in his fifth year 
there, Rolle had asked his favourite sister for two of her tunics, a gray and a 
white, and, trustingly, she had brought them to him, as arranged, in a little 
wood near their home. There, he had vandalized both garments, ripping the 
sleeves from the gray and the buttons from the white tunic, and had then 
scandalized his sister by dressing up in them, wearing the white next to his 
skin and the now sleeveless gray tunic over it, completing the ensemble with 
his father’s rain-hood as a cowl. (from the 1st Lesson of the Office of ‘Saint 
Richard of Hampole’, qtd. in Rosamund S. Allen 10) 
 
Frater meus insanit: My brother’s gone mad. (ibid. 9) 
 
Before departing to commence his new-found vocation as a hermit, the 
fourteenth-century mystic Richard Rolle (c.1300-49) saw fit to dress in his sister’s 
clothes. Procuring two tunics from his generous sibling, Rolle ripped and tore them, 
“vandalizing” her dress to make “a homemade version of the traditional hermit’s 
habit” (Allen 10). Recorded in the office of lessons and antiphons drawn up in 1380 
in preparation for Rolle’s canonisation, this is a remarkable scene. Rolle made a 
symbolic choice in cross-dressing; in escaping from his Oxford education, from the 
centre of patriarchal written and scriptural authority, he chose to tailor and design his 
own spiritual identity and experience. McNamer astutely writes of Rolle’s 
“willingness to engage in feminine self-fashioning” (120, connecting the hermit’s 
304 
 
“gender performance” (119) to the use of the feminine as a locus of the affective 
compassion which is so central to his writing. Indeed, Rolle not only dresses in a 
woman’s garb here, but partakes in the very process of fabricating devotion and 
selfhood which we have seen so persistently enacted by women throughout this 
thesis.  
Rolle’s cross-dressing emphasises the spiritual independence and 
satisfaction which could be located in and expressed through cloth in medieval 
England. Ameliorating women as sensory beings, highlighting even the exegetical 
capacities of Eve, the quintessential model of feminine transgression, textiles 
offered a particularly potent and powerful motif in devotional literature. Under the 
guise of feminine conventionality, cloth and clothwork repeatedly encoded a form of 
devotional interpretation and practice which brought women closer to Christ. Quite 
literally fabricating Christ’s body, the Virgin Mary assumed a central role in both 
promulgating and interpreting the divine Word, a prerogative entirely maintained as 
that of the masculine priesthood in ecclesiastical culture. St. Veronica turned to cloth 
in her desire to physically experience Christ, centring her own prayers around a 
textile object, and offering another example of the feminine fabrication of Christ. 
Moreover, these figures provided pious exemplars for medieval devotees, offering 
women a means of practically engaging with cloth as a part of their devotion, 
whether in weaving ecclesiastical garments or swaddling dolls of the Christ Child. 
And, as we saw so clearly elucidated in the Veronica legend, they could even guide 
men through the textile exegesis and interpretation of the Christ when they were 
incapable of doing so for themselves.  
I have sought not only to outline a textile tradition and pattern in this study, 
but to show how a wide range of religious narratives can be greatly enrichened 
through placement in this framework; however, this is only the tip of the iceberg. 
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Reading through a textile hermeneutic bears a wealth of potential for our 
understanding of medieval English literature, both religious and secular, and much 
more of this potential remains to be realised in scholarship. I have focused upon 
exploring and defining the fabrication of women’s devotion, but this passage from 
Rolle’s life quite clearly illustrates the fact that the spiritual power and authority latent 
in women’s cloth, clothing, and clothwork opens up space for the 
reconceptualisation of spiritual identities outwith the confines of heteronormativity. 
As Rolle demonstrates, those socially defined as “masculine” by the medieval 
Church could also learn to read and find meaning in the textile hermeneutic that I 
have traced and delineated, and in doing so they engaged in an act of affective, 
sensory, devotion to fabricate spiritual identities and lifestyles more truly reflective of 
their own sense of selfhood and love for God. Indeed, Rolle opens up questions and 
possibilities for the use of this practice in fabricating the devotions of others equally 
obscured by the androcentric veneer of the medieval Church. As Christopher M. 
Roman writes, “literal self-fashioning as a hermit begins a queer journey in which 
Rolle defines himself in opposition to normative structures of family, wealth, church, 
and theology.” (2) For the medieval hermit, cloth, yet again, offers a space for the 
subversion and redefinition of patriarchal, heteronormative, conceptions of 
religiosity; fabric offers the potential for further acts of redefinition, for the exploration 
of queer devotion and expression of identities beyond the feminine.  
The bodily presence of many male saints, like St. Petroc of Chapter Three, 
was equally associated with textile relics, cloth or sartorial bodies. To give but one 
example, in his Ecclesiastical History of the English People (c.731), Bede tells of St. 
Cuthbert’s exhumation after eleven years of burial, at which “all the vestments in 
which he was clothed appeared not only spotless but wonderfully fresh and fair” 
(262). The miraculous apparel, as Bede explains, was removed from the saint’s 
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body for veneration at order of the bishop, who “lovingly kissed the garments as if 
they were still on the father’s body” (262-3). As briefly noted in Chapter Four, the 
story of Joseph in Genesis is equally marked by sartorial persecution: victimised and 
pursued by Potiphar’s wife as a sexual object, he in many ways reads as yet 
another virgin martyr or Christina of Markyate.111 Medieval expansions of the tale 
dwelled keenly upon the scripture’s statement that young Joseph was “of a beautiful 
countenance, and comely to behold” (Genesis 39:6). In the Cursor Mundi (c.1300), 
for example, he is described as “farli fair in face, / And fild wit al of goddess grace” 
(4263-4), and in the thirteenth-century Middle English Iacob and Iosep, “His white 
fingres” (222) are emphasised, terms that we traditionally see applied to feminine 
beauty in medieval literature, and specifically in the lives of the virgin martyrs. In 
Bodley 34 we find references to St Katherine’s “snahwite swire” (61.1), and in the 
wooing of St. Margaret her persecutor Olibrius tells her,  “tu schinest schenre then 
the sunne, ah over alle thine limen the leitith of leome, the fingres se freoliche (me 
thuncheth), ant se freoliche feire, ant se briht blikinde” (40.7). These few examples 
illustrate the ways in which the textile framework and hermeneutic I have outlined in 
this thesis can be fruitfully applied much more broadly to men’s experiences in 
medieval literature, and, indeed, bears the potential to further dissolve our 
conception of the primacy of religious experiences and spiritualities demarcated and 
preserved as masculine by the medieval Church.  
More troublingly, we can also read male hegemony, and even the erasure of 
femininity, into representations of religious textiles in medieval English texts. I touch 
on this topic briefly throughout the thesis, particularly in Chapter One’s discussion of 
Hoccleve’s miracle tale, ‘The Monk and Our Lady’s Sleeves’, and in reference to 
Bede’s exegesis on the tabernacle in Chapter Two, but one more narrative 
                                                            
111 See Footnote 110, p.293. 
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predominates this tradition. The “gentil Pardoner” (‘General Prologue’ 669) who joins 
Chaucer’s pilgrims as they journey towards Canterbury bears on his hat a small 
vernicle, a badge copy of the relic “That streight was comen fro the court of Rome” 
(671), advertising his piety as a pilgrim. However, as Hodges details in great depth 
in her excellent study of clothing symbolism in Chaucer’s ‘General Prologue’ to the 
tales, the badge in fact marks his depiction as a charlatan and swindler. As Hodges 
explains, “The Pardoner’s headgear is an icon of impropriety and disorder 
surmounted by the Vera Icon — the juxtaposition makes a suitable costume for a 
mountebank who flaunts his lies and the premier emblem of Christin truth 
simultaneously” (250); he is “superficially a Christ-bearer” (250). Indeed, the 
Pardoner is described as eschewing the traditional hood worn by those of his 
profession “for jolitee” (680). He wears only his hat as a follower of fashion, with the 
vernicle set upon it as an essentially monetary endeavour:  
Swich glarynge eyen hadde he as an hare.  
A vernicle hadde he sowed upon his cappe.  
His wallet, boforn hym in his lappe,  
Bretful of pardoun comen from Rome al hoot. (684-7)  
 
Tellingly, amongst the other relics he claims to carry with him is “a pilwe-beer, / 
Which that he seyde was Oure lady veyl” (694-5); the very relic so devotedly 
revered by penitents such as Margery Kempe as an extension of Christ’s 
Incarnation. Just as male persecutors could enact a distinctly non-Christian violence 
through sartorial signifiers, male swindlers like the Pardoner could co-opt these 
signs of feminine spirituality and piety and direct them towards manipulation and 
self-gain.  
Male abuse of textiles and textile hermeneutics is, unfortunately, replete 
throughout medieval English literature, and works to erase feminine desires and 
autonomies. My reading of female devotion as a fabricated devotion, a spirituality 
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embodied and explored through cloth, also bears implications for another genre 
which we only touched upon briefly in Chapter One’s discussion of Malory’s Morte 
Darthur: hagiographical romance. The female protagonists of hagiographical 
romance live lives shaped by courtly and religious culture often in equal part, and 
their narratives’ representations of cloth open up avenues for understanding this 
fusion. Boharski and Burns’ work in particular addresses in detail the secular coding 
of fabric in Old French romance, dealing with themes and motifs equally present in 
the English romance tradition, but cloth is laden as an equally religious signifier in 
such texts, and this deserves much further discussion and research. 
Echoes of sartorial persecution, for example, shape the treatment of courtly 
and romance mores in the fourteenth-century Middle English Breton lai Emaré. The 
romance relates the trials of its eponymous heroine Emaré who, after losing her 
mother soon after birth, grows into a beautiful young woman, and upon reaching 
adulthood is plagued by the incestuous love of her father, the Emperor Artyus. In his 
attempts to woo his daughter, Artyus follows the example of the pagan persecutors 
of the virgin martyrs in turning to sartorial riches, and orders a magnificent robe to 
be fashioned for her from golden fabric, which he has been gifted from the King of 
Sicily. The embroidery and decoration of the robe is described in great detail, and 
indeed, its stitches tell the tale of the Emperor’s incestuous, transgressive love. In 
gifting the fabric, the Sicilian King explains, “The amerayle dowghter of hethenes / 
Made thys cloth wythouten lees” (109-110), and the fabric’s “heathen” origins are 
key. Embroidered with “ryche golde and asowr” (113), the textile is emphatically 
unChristian, and, the romance implies, its “pagan” origins make it an apt tool for the 
representation of taboo, incestuous desire. Richly embroidered clothing is a 
commonplace of romance, which, as a genre, does not share in clerical criticism of 
such garb, but Emaré is not a typical romance, and textiles’ religious associations 
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are key to the narrative’s hagiographical leanings. We are given a rich and detailed 
description of the fabric’s embroidery: sewn into four of the corners are images of 
the embroiderer herself with her lover, the son of the Sultan of Babylon, and famous 
lovers of romance: Ydoyne and Amadas (121), Tristram and Isolde (134), Floris and 
Blancheflor (146). The cloth thus operates as a symbol of the romance genre, of its 
secular worldly values and its conception of love, and, fashioned into a garment for 
a father’s wooing of his own daughter, the richly woven mantle equates courtly love 
with incestuous desire.112  Indeed, when Emaré wears the garment, “She semed 
non erthely wommon” (245), and becomes as “fayry” (104) as the cloth is itself 
described.  
In being forced to wear the garment, Emaré undergoes the very sartorial 
persecution which we saw undertaken by Christ and the female saints. Her identity 
and desires are obscured; she is quite literally labelled as a romance object, her 
own body erased by the “sartorial body” shaped and driven by her father’s desires. 
Indeed, applying a textile hermeneutic to the romance, and reading it through the 
framework of sartorial persecution, allows us to access a greater understanding of 
how the otherwise passive heroine enacts and expresses her own desires in the 
text. Critically reading through textiles aids us in correcting the scholarly tendency to 
join the King in sexualising Emaré, imposing the sartorial body created by the robe, 
exemplified by Maldwyn Mills in his assertion that “one of its [the robe’s] functions, at 
                                                            
112 The mantle has drawn much attention, but scholarly discussion has tended to align it with 
the heroine as a valid marker of identity. In her excellent essay on the romance, Elizabeth 
Scala has noted the mantle’s significance “as a romance text itself,” (223) but, although she 
notes the generic complexities of the text, she fails to extend her analysis instead reading 
the heroine’s value as a treasure via association with the garment throughout the romance 
(233) Elizabeth Sklar, meanwhile, focuses on the mantle as an “object of identity and 
emblem of exile” (148), and argues that, “the robe disturbs and temporarily dislodges the 
Euro-Christian ethos at the core of its narrative.” (145) In contrast, Ross G. Arthur has 
argued that the cloak is symbolic of divine grace in human events (91), and Mortimer J. 
Donovan reads the garment as a symbol of Emaré’s  courtly, noble identity (341).  
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least, was to stand for the sexual attraction exerted by the lady” (198). Indeed, 
Emaré follows the example set by Christ as Agnus Dei, weaving and sewing her 
own clothing in her expulsion (376-8, 730-2). She reads, in her exile, as a Marian 
figure, sewing to earn her keep just as the Virgin Mary worked cloth during the holy 
family’s exile in Egypt. 
Other such figures proliferate in hagiographical romance. The meek Griselda 
of Chaucer’s ‘Clerk’s Tale’, aligned so clearly with the life of Christ, is likewise 
persecuted by her cruel husband. Griselda, unlike Emaré, is born into poverty, like 
Christ a product of divine “grace” (206) born in “a litel oxes stalle” (207). Like the 
virgin martyrs she is wooed by a powerful man, the Marquis of Lombardy, but unlike 
her saintly forebears, she weds the aristocrat. Their union is significantly marked by 
the renunciation of her poor weeds; upon her husband-to-be’s orders she must be 
“clothed han al newe” (378) before she may enter the palace. However, plagued by 
doubts of her love after the wedding, the Marquis, Walter, continually persecutes the 
young woman, culminating in her expulsion from his household. At this point, 
Griselda significantly chooses to renounce the rich clothing which signified her new 
status in marriage; she tells Walter: 
‘My lord, ye woot that in my fadres place 
Ye dide me streepe out of my povre weede, 
And richely me cladden, of youre grace. 
To yow broghte I noght elles, out of drede, 
But feith, and nakednesse, and maydenhede; 
And heere agayn your clothyng I restoore, 
And eek your weddyng ryng, for everemore. 
‘The remenant of youre jueles redy be 
Inwith youre chambre, dar I saufly sayn. 
Naked out of my fadres hous,’ quod she, 
‘I cam, and naked moot I turne agayn. (862-72) 
 
Like the virgin martyrs, she chooses the clothing of her own flesh, and in doing so 
she highlights the extent of her husband’s persecution. She requests only, in 
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recompense for the “maydenhede” (883) that she gave to her tyrannical husband, 
the smock which she wore before her wedding (885-9). Griselda’s mortification and 
indignity is marked as a clear result of her husband’s maltreatment, and she makes 
an autonomous choice, despite her relative powerlessness here, in rejecting the 
sartorial symbols of his household and returning to those of her youth. She, like 
Christina of Markyate, finds sartorial self-definition in opposition to secular, 
patriarchal persecution. 
 These readings open up the wide-ranging and diverse ways in which the 
frameworks that I have elucidated in this thesis might be applied more broadly to 
medieval literature and its various genres. These saintly romance women share in 
the textile language and sign system of their religious sisters, finding autonomy and 
self-definition in fabricating their identities and lifestyles. I close this study by 
returning to Schreiner’s question, “Has the pen or pencil dipped so deep in the blood 
of the human race as the needle?” (301) The answer remains no. Embroidered into 
the fabric of human history, the needle makes manifest a wealth of experiences and 
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